ABSTRACT
PREACHING IN THE POSTMODERN MATRIX:
THE ROLE OF BIBLICAL NARRATIVE PREACHING AND SYMBOLIC
COMMUNICATION IN THE FORMATION OF CHRISTIAN IDENTITY
by
William Ray Jarrett
The postmodern world challenges the formation of Christian identity because
people now live in a matrix of competing stories, religious faiths, and worldviews.
Congregations comprised of modern and postmodern people holding different and
conflicting worldviews further complicate the preaching task. Important in helping
humans form meaning and coherence, narratives and symbols aid the formation of
Christian identity. The purpose of the research was to evaluate the impact of biblical
narrative preaching and the use of symbolic communication on the formation of Christian
identity of modern and postmodern generations through a twelve-sermon series on the
Apostles’ Creed delivered in the Flag Springs United Methodist Church using a
phenomenological research design. Twenty-eight people representing modern and
postmodern generations responded to one pretest interview and two posttest interviews.
The participants displayed increased ability in articulating Christian beliefs and in
remembering sermons. Participants provided evidence of engagement through symbolic
communication, sermon integration into daily life, and recognition of faith formation.
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CHAPTER 1
PROBLEM
Every week pastors, charged with the task of preaching, repeat a familiar, though
varied process of sermon preparation. Preachers bear responsibility for speaking God’s
Word to people gathered in a worshipping community. Inevitably, pastors feel the weight
of such responsibility. In addition, people now expect the sermon to be relevant to their
lives. Caught between the responsibility to speak on God’s behalf and people’s demand
for relevant sermons, preachers often focus on the needs of people to determine the
content and theme of the sermon. Targeting the needs of listeners instead of proclaiming
the biblical narrative makes people the subject of the sermon and replaces God who is
both the subject and object of the sermon and of worship. Revealed in Jesus Christ and
present through the Holy Spirit, God uses preaching to call people to faith in Christ and
forms in people the image of Christ, preparing them to love God and serve him in
ministry to the world.
The twenty-first century is an uncertain time of transition, and adds to the
challenges preachers face in preparing and delivering sermons. Established generations
are rooted firmly in the modern world while emerging generations are establishing roots
in the postmodern world. The postmodern world is a matrix of competing stories as
vocation, entertainment, sports, leisure, and recreation compete for people’s loyalties.
Preachers face the challenge of preaching to congregations comprised of people holding
conflicting worldviews and loyalties. Michael Pasquarello, III contends, “We are the
stories we inhabit, tell, perform, and celebrate. The purpose of our narrative reading and
preaching is the formation of Christian identity and mission” (93). In a matrix of rival
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stories and worldviews, biblical narrative preaching contributes to the formation of
Christian identity.
Living in the midst of competing stories makes identity formation difficult.
William H. Willimon notes the gospel and its proclamation conflicts with the modern
assumption of people being responsible for their own stories (97). Overcoming the
conflict takes time; therefore, the effect of preaching occurs over time rather than in
single events. Richard Lischer argues isolated sermons cannot “deliver the moral and
theological formation necessary for God’s people in the world.… [P]reaching [original
emphasis], as opposed to individual sermons, forms a community of faith over time”
(Theology of Preaching 88). Biblical preaching communicates the fullness of Christian
Scripture so hearers experience redemption and salvation as God’s created people in a
lifelong journey as opposed to discrete events in individual lives. Preaching functions
within the worship liturgy to communicate God’s story so hearers respond and participate
in the ongoing story. Preaching, then, concentrates on the formation and enactment of
Christian identity, as people hear and respond to the invitation to participate in God’s
story instead of the myriad of competing stories offered daily.
The Apostle Paul affirmed the necessity of preaching in the formation of Christian
identity. In Romans, the Paul argues strongly for the role of preaching in leading people
to faith in Jesus Christ: “How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in?
And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they
hear without someone preaching to them?” (Rom 10:14-15, NIV). Paul also recognizes
the formative role of preaching in shaping Christian identity. “You know that I have not
hesitated to preach anything that would be helpful to you but have taught you publicly
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and from house to house. I have declared to both Jews and Greeks that they must turn to
God in repentance and have faith in our Lord Jesus” (Acts 20:20-21). The New
Testament celebrates God’s saving action by telling the story of Jesus’ triumph over sin
and resultant new life in God.
Important in helping humans form meaning and coherence, narratives contribute
to the formation of people’s identity. While biblical narrative preaching contributes to the
formation of Christian identity, Christians today often hear sermons that do not proclaim
the biblical narrative. Topical sermons effectively reduce the grand narrative of Scripture
to an isolated theme with the intent for people to splice the theme into their lives.
Sermons given as isolated events, common in evangelical churches, do not engage people
with a cohesive narrative. In contrast to topical sermons or evangelical sermons that focus
on personal commitment, biblical narrative preaching proclaims the full story and calls
for the integration of people into God’s continuing story of salvation.
Postmodernism
In rejecting the universal story of modernity, postmodernism presents multiple
stories by which people live their lives. Postmodern philosophy believes truth is a social
construction; therefore, one religion is as valid as another religion. In the twenty-first
century, Christians regularly encounter people of differing religions or no religion while
also encountering people possessed with a strong sense of civil religion; thus Pasquarello
argues, “The ancient church found itself, just as we are, in a ‘tournament of narratives’”
(182). Currently, much discussion in the Western world focuses on the transition from
modernity to postmodernity. Wading through the philosophical underpinnings of
postmodernism helps identify the opportunities and challenges postmodern culture
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presents to the preaching task.
Used in a variety of ways, the term “postmodern” is enigmatic. Craig Kennet
Miller uses postmodern as a descriptor of a generation of people born between 1964 and
1981, also labeled Generation Xers or Baby Busters, totaling approximately 68 million
people in the United States (40-41). Thus, previous and subsequent generations bear
different labels.
Others use “postmodern” as a referent to a specific cultural phenomenon. While
Millard J. Erickson advocates evangelical engagement with the cultural phenomenon of
pos modernity, he suggests postmodernism will not last long. Erickson creates an e-mail
in which a future systematic theology professor in the year 2102 chronicles the rapid
transition from postmodernism to “postpostpostpost-postmodernism” (114-34). For some,
postmodern describes a generational movement while others view use postmodern as a
descriptor of a specific and limited cultural ethos.
Stanley Grenz and Carl Raschke, in separate works, treat postmodernism as a
movement of potential long-lasting influence. While the term came of age during the
latter part of the twentieth century, Grenz and Raschke each trace postmodernism’s
longer than recognized history and influence on both global society and the Church.
Grenz describes the process by which postmodern philosophy currently influences
Western culture:
Postmodernism [original emphasis] refers to an intellectual mood
and an array of cultural expressions that call into question the ideals,
principles, and values that lay at the heart of the modern mind-set.
Postmodernity, [original emphasis] in turn, refers to an emerging epoch,
the era in which we are living, the time when the postmodern outlook
increasingly shapes our society. Postmodernity is the era in which
postmodern ideas, attitudes, and values reign—when postmodernism
molds culture. It’s the era of the postmodern society. (Primer 12)
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Jean-François Lyotard receives credit as the philosopher who drew the intellectual
world’s attention to the questioning of Enlightenment ideals throughout the twentieth
century. Lyotard describes “in an accessible manner the revolution in outlook that lay
beneath the cultural phenomenon occurring throughout the western world and the
theoretical and philosophical basis of the postmodern world” (Grenz, Primer 39).
Lyotard, a French philosopher, argues for postmodernism’s emergence as a new epoch
rather than a short-lived generational shift. He explains, “Thus understood,
postmodernism is not modernism at its end, but in a nascent state, and this state is
recurrent” (13). Postmodernism, whether short or long-term, now shapes Western culture
and exerts a growing influence.
While postmodern philosophy defies concise summary, the critique of and
movement away from the Cartesian foundationalism of the Enlightenment emerges as a
recurring theme. Raschke states Descartes’ writings allowed for the development of
“foundationalism—the view that all sure knowledge must rest on those clear and
indubitable premises that human thought is capable of ferreting out” (21).
Foundationalism thus describes various Enlightenment philosophies as stressing the
existence of knowledge, which yields certain, objective truth. Though foundationalism
developed in various ways, the common belief was in intellectual human beings using the
faculties of human reason and experience to discover objective truth. “Self” became the
subject, while the world and truth became objects of study. Empiricism and autonomous
individualism therefore characterize modernity. Grenz contends, “Postmoderns have
replaced this Enlightenment ideal with the belief that all claims to truth—and ultimately
truth itself—are socially conditioned” (Primer 38). Postmodern philosophy stresses truth
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does not exist outside of communal social relationships; rather, truth is a product of
particular societies so different expressions of truth are possible.
Postmodern is an adjective describing a segment of the American population born
between 1964 and 1981. Postmodern also describes an era now emerging in human
history. Postmodernism refers to the philosophy challenging modernity’s stress on
universal reason. Postmodern philosophy now challenges the worldview Christianity
adopted during modernity.
Emerging Culture
Transitional periods find a combination of factors in operation. Darrell L. Guder
et al. recognize the impact of technology in modern and postmodern society. Technology
functions as an economic engine during modernity while providing “endless choices” in
postmodernity (20-37); thus, Guder et al. conclude, “No fully descriptive word has
emerged for what the culture is becoming” (38). For some, this world is still modern
while for others the new world of postmodernism is emerging. Congregations include
people who hold contrasting views. Some people are thoroughly modern, believing faith
is an individual adoption of the objective facts regarding Jesus Christ presented in
propositional statements, while others are less concerned with proving Jesus true than
experiencing the relational nature of the Christian faith. Congregations include people
ascribing to the modern worldview as well as ones embracing the postmodern worldview.
Elements of modernity and postmodernity currently exist in North American society.
Perhaps the concurrence of factors explains, in part, some people’s resistance in
acknowledging postmodernism while at the same time other people are calling the
Church to engage postmodern generations. Transitional times often spawn confusion.
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Table 1.1 summarizes the major tenets of modernity and postmodernity.

Table 1.1. Major Distinctions between Modernity and Postmodernity
Modernity

Postmodernity

Mechanistic worldview

Mysterious worldview

Objective facts

Interpreted facts

Universal truth

Relative truth

Metanarrative

Many narratives

Optimistic

Pessimistic

Conceptual knowledge

Experiential knowledge

Propositional

Narrative

Knowledge as information

Knowledge as wisdom

Rational

Experiential

Source: Kimball, Emerging Church 61; Webber, Ancient-Future Faith 37.
Modern Preaching
Postmodernism’s challenge to Enlightenment’s thought could be left for
philosophical debate in the academy, except for Enlightenment’s influence on
Christianity, particularly American Protestant Christianity, during the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. Protestant Christianity reacted to the Enlightenment in two ways.
Fundamentalism and conservative evangelicalism emphasized the eternal nature of
salvation through focus on the individual’s personal response to the gospel. Liberalism
stressed the temporal nature of salvation by advocating the social gospel. Liberalism
largely conceded the story of Scripture and discounted biblical revelation in the wake of
the scientific revolution. Thus, liberalism became a hollow expression of Christianity,
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one that became more aligned with humanism and less aligned with biblical faith.
In contrast, both fundamentalism and evangelicalism sought to affirm the validity
of Christianity by integrating Enlightenment reasoning. George M. Marsden separates
fundamentalism from evangelicalism by virtue of its “militant opposition to modernism”
(4). By definition, fundamentalism presents the belief in objective, essential, and nonnegotiable truths of Christianity. While fundamentalism developed in modernity as a
reaction to scientism, fundamentalism opposed Enlightenment’s pursuit of knowledge at
the expense of faith. Fundamentalism adopted the foundationalism of modernity but went
no further.
Evangelicalism integrated Enlightenment thought more extensively. Raschke
argues, “[E]vangelicalism in its century-long flirtation with commonsense philosophy,
pseudoscientific rationalism, and the defense of theological ‘evidence’ and biblical ‘facts’
has sunk deeply into the type of anthropocentrism that the founders of the Protestant faith
condemned” (31). The focus shifted to individuals. Emphasis on objective truth, the
stress of Christian “fundamentals,” and the establishment of biblical “facts,” coupled with
Enlightenment’s stress on the individual, the rational self, profoundly influenced
evangelical preaching during late modernity. Evangelical preaching often presents
propositions in a logical and rational manner in hopes rational human beings in search of
truth will accept the truth of Scripture and, hence, accept Christ as Savior. Raschke likens
this approach to the ancient heresy of Gnosticism. Proving the Christian faith true in the
same manner as a “mathematical theorem, a notion that has gained momentum in
evangelical circles in recent decades—reeks of Gnosticism” (19). Evangelicalism
responded to modernity by presenting rational arguments for the truth of the Christian
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faith. In an era obsessed with the objective search for truth, evangelicalism reduced the
grand narrative of Scripture to objective principles extracted from the story and
indiscriminately applied to individual lives.
Liberalism, evangelicalism, and fundamentalism all incorporated modernity’s
stress upon the individual. Liberalism adopted the optimism of human potential to affect
social change. Evangelicalism and fundamentalism adopted propositional methodology to
communicate biblical truths. These emphases will not work in postmodernity.
Preaching in Traditional Worship
Postmodernism challenges many theological underpinnings of “traditional” and
“contemporary” churches of the late twentieth century. In traditional churches, worship
and preaching became very cerebral, rational events. Andy Langford comments the aim
of traditional liturgical worship services focuses upon “hearing and seeing the word in
rational and reasonable ways [emphasis mine]” (20). In evangelical churches,
rationalism best aided the search for objective truth culminating in a personal experience
of accepting Christ. Doug Bannister describes a problem related to the rationalistic
approach occurred in a church he pastored. “We were getting to know him [God]
propositionally [original emphasis] but were not getting to know him personally [original
emphasis]” (15). In liberal churches, reason and experience replaced faith. Robert E.
Webber notes liberalism interpreted the supernatural stories of the Bible as mythical
stories containing “humanitarian truth or values,” thus helping people live better lives
(Renew Your Worship 54). Neither evangelicalism nor liberalism proclaims the fullness
of the biblical narrative.
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Preaching in Contemporary Worship
All worship is contemporary because worship happens in the present. A
movement characterized by a less formal, less liturgical service, marked by extended
singing of choruses and biblical teaching aimed at integrating biblical principles into life,
became synonymous with the term “contemporary worship.” Contemporary worship
focuses on the individual to counter the lifelessness often experienced in traditional
worship. Contemporary services have emotional appeal by focusing “on the heart and
feelings” (Langford 26). Daniel Benedict and Craig Kennet Miller state, “Contemporary
worship will operate in the heart-language and heart-music of those who participate”
(11). Sermons stress the practicality of the Christian faith for everyday life; the individual
is still the subject and the Christian faith the object.
Preaching in Seeker-Sensitive Worship
Seeker-sensitive services naturally progress from the contemporary movement,
employing market-driven strategies. Willow Creek Community Church in South
Barrington, Illinois, stands out as the best example of the seeker-sensitive approach.
James Mellado describes the premise for seeker-sensitive services, which rests, in part,
on believers and seekers having different needs and the inability to address different
needs in the same service (8). At Willow Creek, people encounter presentations of music,
drama, Scripture, and a relevant message concerning seeker needs (Langford 35). As
Lester Ruth observes, “Attending a WCCC [Willow Creek Community Church] seeker
service is like being part of a live studio audience at a religious variety show” (9). The
needs of seekers orient everything done in seeker-sensitive services.
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Summary
Modernity formed preaching more than Scripture. Evangelical preaching, focused
on proving Christianity true, presented the work of God in propositions aimed to
convince the intellect. Liberal preaching, embarrassed by the supernatural nature of
Scripture, retained the narrative form but reduced the story to moralisms. The
contemporary movement wanted people to feel God’s presence and produced upbeat feelgood sermons aimed at emotion appeal. Seeker-driven services shifted the focus from
proving Christianity true to proving Christianity relevant.
Postmodern Preaching
Several people have written about the characteristics of emerging generations
with respect to worship and preaching. Webber reports the findings from a survey he
administered to 176 twenty-something students from Wheaton College. The results
indicated the students valued experiencing the presence of God while they disliked the
entertainment approach of the contemporary movement and the 1950s style traditional
worship (Younger Evangelicals 189). Colleen Carroll documents the desire of younger
people to experience a substantive message has led them back to tradition and liturgy
abandoned by the older generations (35-36). One seminarian interviewed said the
younger generation is “rebelling against the rebellion” (36). The search for substance
characterizes the emerging generations.
Additionally, new discoveries challenge long-held scientific beliefs thereby
proving science does not have all the answers. The unexplained is now an accepted
element of life. Steve Rabey reports younger generations are more open to mystery than
previous generations (94-95). The postmodern embrace of mystery challenges the
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shallow preaching of the stripped-down seeker-sensitive approach.
Further, people alleging to have all the answers appear inauthentic to emerging
generations. Sally Morganthaler claims people now realize the world of “How-to” and
“10 Steps” sermons no longer work. The propositional structure of “How-to” sermons
assumes the preacher knows each person’s individual context. Biblical narrative
preaching, unlike propositional preaching, invites hearers into the Christian story without
claiming to be an authority on every situation.
Younger generations value relationships more than older generations. Grenz
notes the next generation longs to see “people who live out the gospel in wholesome,
authentic, and healing relationships” (Primer 169). The desire for relationality extends
beyond relationships among peers. Dan Kimball describes the impact in his own life
through relationships with older men (Emerging Church 218-19). Emerging generations
are more communal, less individualistic, and more open towards trans-generational
relationships.
As modernity progressed, Christianity moved from the center to the fringe of
people’s lives. Modernity’s reductionism relegated Christian faith and practice to being
part of a person’s life instead of the focal point from which everything else is viewed.
Hence, worship services focused on the “How-to” and “10 Steps,” presenting the missing
pieces of the puzzle for people. Faith in Christ devolved into the final piece needed to
make a person’s life complete, implying people were otherwise well-adjusted. In
postmodernity, emerging generations rebel against modernity’s reductionism and now
insists upon holistic worship. As Grenz advocates, “[W]e must realize that the next
generation is increasingly interested in the human person as a unified whole. The gospel
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we proclaim must speak to human beings in their entirety” (Primer 171). Sermons and
the proclamation of sermons must address the human will as well as the intellect.
Traditional worship became cerebral and rational while contemporary worship became
heart focused and emotive. Emerging worship calls for reuniting the head and the heart.
Challenges to Preaching in Postmodernity
Lischer observes, “In every era of the church’s history we hear voices decrying
the corruption of the pulpit and calling for its reform” (Company of Preachers xvi). Some
leaders in the emerging church movement challenge the role and effectiveness of
preaching today. David C. Norrington, from England, argues the New Testament offers
little support for preaching on a regular basis. He contends, “Sermons occur in the Old
Testament, New Testament, and the sub-apostolic literature context of special occasions
in order to deal with specific problems. But there is no evidence to suggest that such
sermons were common” (69). Besides presenting sermons as uncommon events in
Scripture, Norrington also contends preaching is ineffective in fostering Christian
maturity. Norrington believes current preaching harms people because of its inability to
instruct people effectively in the Christian life while creating an undue dependence upon
clergy, resulting in a greatly weakened church (115). Citing the apparent inability of
preaching to form and nurture mature Christian behavior in believers, Norrington
suggests abandonment instead of reformation.
Norrington’s call for abandonment lacks credibility. First, despite Norrington’s
claim, the New Testament does include sermons. Haddon Robinson forcefully states, “In
spite of the ‘bad-mouthing’ of preaching and preachers, no one who takes the Bible
seriously should count preaching out. To the New Testament writers, preaching stands as
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the event through which God works” (19). Second, Norrington’s claim for limited New
Testament preaching addressing only specific problems does not refute the necessity of
preaching today. Problems still exist; God still speaks to those problems.
One emerging worship church in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, offers no sermons.
Suzanne Sataline reports, “No one preaches at Hot Metal Bridge. Plays are its liturgy”
(A1). Even though drama has replaced preaching, drama is not of prime importance. Jeff
Eddings, a co-pastor, says, “If the drama goes haywire, it’s unimportant. What’s
important is, who do I connect with on Sunday morning?” (qtd. in Sataline A10). While
seeming to focus upon God, without worship in which God is both the subject and object
of worship, subjective experience remains the emphasis.
Doug Pagitt, an American pastor associated with the emergent movement does
not advocate abandoning preaching but does call for preaching to be “re-imagined” (1011). In contrast to Norrington and Eddings, Pagitt recognizes the importance of preaching
but argues for a new way of preaching to rescue the Church from deficiencies attributed
to current preaching patterns. Pagitt believes preaching has become merely a public
speech delivered by pastors, which he labels “speaching” (18). Pagitt thinks speaching is
the issue, not “how we preach or what we preach or to whom we preach but the act of
preaching itself, which has devolved into speaching” (21). In Pagitt’s view, delivering a
speech before a congregation “places the story of God in the hands of the presenter in
such a way that it creates distance between the hearers and the source of the story.
Speaching has a way of making the Bible fit into the presentation” (51). Pagitt rightly
observes a flaw affecting both traditional and contemporary preaching methodologies:
preachers manipulate the Bible to fit the situation.
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Pagitt wants to rescue preaching from the factors contributing to its
ineffectiveness. Pagitt states, “We find ourselves stuck, then, with a way of preaching
that doesn’t work but without any sense of how to change it” (27). However, Pagitt’s
analysis is superficial because he does not consider the way in which theology forms the
preaching event. His critical and reactionary statement against preaching illustrates a
major weakness within the emerging church movement: the very movement expressing a
desire to reconnect with ancient Church tradition fails to examine Church tradition for
clues to address the problems inherent in current preaching.
Another emerging movement leader, Ron Martoia, defends Westwinds
Community Church’s experiential, process-oriented worship:
We need to lead people into an experience with God and then help them
understand what they’re experiencing. People desire to experience
something of the transcendent. Only then will they care to know more
about it.…Simply stated, experience, then explanation; power, then
proposition.” (“Immersion Experiences”)
Martoria’s emphasis on explanation and proposition reveals modernity’s influence on
preaching. Understanding particular experiences becomes more important than
understanding the narrative to which the experiences point, yet Scripture rarely uses
proposition separated from narrative to instruct people in knowing the nature of God.
Some leaders within the emerging church movement do not recognize the extent to which
Enlightenment thought still shapes their understanding of preaching.
Preaching suffered during the Enlightenment. Conservative and liberal preachers
concentrated sermons towards the needs and experiences of individuals rather than the
gathered body of Christ. For instance, Harry Emerson Fosdick believes preaching and
personal counseling should be inseparable:
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Every sermon should have for its main business the head-on, constructive
meeting of some problem which is puzzling minds, burdening
consciences, distracting lives, and no sermon which so meets real human
difficulty, with light to throw on it and power to win victory over it, can
possibly be futile. (398)
Fosdick advocates identifying the immediate life context of people in the congregation
for guiding the preacher in developing sermons. The preacher who addresses these issues
will win the hearing of many people.
While helpful in reminding preachers of people’s expectation to hear from God
concerning life’s problems, Fosdick’s approach falls short of biblical preaching. Fosdick
presupposes the individual’s worldview and God’s Word necessarily correspond. Phillip
D. Kenneson and James L. Street challenge the connection between individual felt needs
and the church. “A view of the church’s ministry and service that revolves around and is
synonymous with meeting felt needs operates with the explicit dogma that all felt needs,
by virtue of their being felt, are legitimate” (73). Preaching to people’s “felt needs”
makes people and their situation the subject of the preaching event, not God. God quickly
becomes a mere “fix-it” being, available to solve personal problems.
The contemporary movement adopted the approach Fosdick advocates. One of
Willow Creek’s pastors delivers a weekly radio message in which he “has the opportunity
to address relevant issues while carefully infusing moral and biblical ideas and
principles” (“Longest Day”). Donald W. McCullough challenges the temptation of
reaching out to people through felt needs:
Why would anyone want salvation if a little re-adjustment will do?
Perhaps this is why today we rarely hear the church speaking the
language of conversion (e.g., “born again,” “new life in Christ”); instead,
its lingua franca is rehabilitation (e.g., “renewed,” “journeying toward
wholeness,” “discovering meaning”). (41-42)
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Ironically, by appealing to felt needs in order to “make disciples of all nations” (Matt.
28:19) as the Great Commission commands, the contemporary movement undermines
discipleship by making the individual the subject of the sermon rather than God.
Michael Horton recognizes the connection between liberal and conservative
preaching. Liberals urge social action while conservatives focus on personal piety, but
these worthy goals “are reached by way of improper biblical interpretation” (87-88).
Liberals and conservatives value relevancy over faithfulness in responding to a
disbelieving culture.
Emerging church movement leaders do recognize the current cultural and
intellectual shifts occurring in the Western world. Responding to the cultural shifts, the
emerging church movement calls for a radical transformation in the understanding of the
Church and the Church’s worship. Sometimes the call is too radical, particularly the
appeal to abandon preaching. Ironically, the very movement advocating the recovery of
Christian identity and mission through engagement with ancient Church traditions and
practices fails to search the ancient Church for clues to reforming preaching. Historical
Christianity points the way forward for a genuine renewal of biblical preaching.
Preaching and Christian Identity
During the first few centuries AD, the Church confronted a pluralistic culture by
providing a holistic worldview for Christians. Now faced with a similar context, Webber
writes extensively about the dramatic changes the Church is experiencing along with the
exciting possibilities for genuine renewal within the Church. Webber contends classical
Christianity has the elements needed to speak to the postmodern world: “mystery, holism,
interpreted facts, community, and a combination of verbal and symbolic forms of
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communication” (Ancient-Future Faith 24). Worship in the ancient Church formed
people into disciples of Jesus Christ in the midst of competing religions and conflicting
influences.
In particular, preaching in the early Church focused on forming Christian identity.
The culture in which Augustine lived presented distractions similar to today’s situation.
Doctrinal disputes, multiple religions, and entertainment opportunities competed for the
loyalty of his congregation, and Augustine used the full narrative of Scripture to
overcome those distractions (Pasquarello 185-86). New Testament scholar Joel B. Green
contends biblical narrative preaching proclaims the full story of God’s activity in
creation, redemption, and consummation (30-31). Christian formation occurs as people
hear and respond to the invitation to participate in God’s story instead of the myriad of
competing stories offered daily.
Christian identity is more than simple mental acknowledgment of Jesus Christ’s
life and death or a one-time response. Kevin J. Vanhoozer argues Christian identity is
“both gift and task” (394). Christian identity is God’s gift to humanity revealed in Jesus
through the Holy Spirit. God grants the gift of faith in Jesus Christ, establishing the
identity of Christians, but the formation of Christian identity requires participation by
recipients of the gift. Vanhoozer describes the participation required by followers of
Christ:
The vocation of the Christian disciple is therefore to participate in—to
say, do, and be [original emphasis]—the love of God made flesh in Jesus
Christ. Our vocation thus becomes our identity: we achieve genuine
selfhood precisely as witnesses to Jesus Christ, to the gospel truth about
God and humankind alike. (397)
The formation of Christian identity involves receipt and response. God, through the Holy
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Spirit, initiates the process through the gift of faith in Jesus Christ calling people to a life
of discipleship. Scott J. Jones defines Christian discipleship as a faithful obedience to
God’s will expressed in a whole-person response. Disciples witness to God’s existence
and love, respond in repentance, become members of the Church through baptism, and
participate with others in the means of grace while reflecting faithfulness in life and work
(143). The formation of Christian identity, then, occurs when people’s thoughts, words,
and actions, shaped by the biblical narrative, express to the world God’s love revealed in
Jesus Christ. Preaching aids the formation of Christian identity by fostering in hearers the
love of God and neighbor, leading people into a life of discipleship empowered by the
Holy Spirit to share with the world God’s love revealed in Jesus Christ.
Recent social science research underscores the importance of narratives for
forming identity in human beings. Donald E. Polkinghorne notes the importance of
narratives for individuals and for groups: “[P]eople have a narrative of their own lives
which enables them to construe what they are and where they are headed. At the cultural
level, narratives serve to give cohesion to shared beliefs and to transmit values” (14).
Narratives are indispensable for individuals and communities.
Throughout most of church history, symbolism played an important role in
proclaiming the Christian faith:
We rely on the language of metaphor and symbols because they help us to
comprehend the truths of our faith and to understand our mysterious God,
who cannot be described or known through the limited range of
propositional statements we have (Steffler ix).
Symbolic communication engages people with the nature and presence of God.
Biblical narrative preaching addresses the problem of forming Christian identity
in the midst of multiple and competing stories. Proclaiming the biblical narrative calls
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people to respond in faith to God, revealed in Jesus Christ and present through the Holy
Spirit. Symbolic communication aids the formation process as people encounter visual
language that points beyond itself to the wider biblical narrative.
In the New Testament and throughout church history, preachers have proclaimed
the story of God active in creation, redemption, and consummation. God, through Jesus
Christ, overcomes human sin, Israel’s disobedience, creating a covenant people to love
God and serve him in ministry to the world. Present through the Holy Spirit, God calls
people to faith in Jesus Christ, forming them in the image of Christ to live as witnesses to
the consummation when God brings all things to completion.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the research was to evaluate the impact of biblical narrative
preaching and the use of symbolic communication on the formation of Christian identity
of modern and postmodern generations through a twelve-sermon series on the Apostles’
Creed delivered in the Flag Springs United Methodist Church using a phenomenological
research design.
Research Question #1
How does biblical narrative preaching affect the formation of Christian identity?
Research Question #2
How does the use of symbolic communication in the sermon affect people’s
ability to recall sermon elements?
Research Question #3
How does age, gender, and the observed results affect participants’ expression of
Christian identity?
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Definition of Terms
Biblical narrative preaching (BNP) is the proclamation of God’s saving action in
creation, redemption, and consummation narrated through Scripture.
Symbolic communication is the use of symbols, visual displays, and words to
invite hearers into a multisensory experience through visual and aural engagement.
Christian identity is reception and response to God’s saving action in Jesus Christ,
expressed by participation in the Church’s witness to the world of God’s redemptive love
through thought and action.
Modern generations are people born in 1964 or earlier and who often respond
favorably to objective facts, concepts, and propositions presented in a rational manner.
Postmodern generations are people born in 1965 or later and who often respond
favorably to interpreted facts, symbolism, and narratives presented in an experiential
manner.
Ministry Intervention
Surrounded by competing worldviews, preachers in the ancient church formed
Christian identity through worship with sermons shaped by the biblical narrative, while
using creeds to establish boundaries for right belief. Biblical narrative preaching provides
a theological construct for creating sermons in the postmodern world presenting multiple
worldviews opposing the Christian faith. The narrative structure of creeds aids memory
recall of the biblical narrative. Ancient homileticians also understood the importance of
symbolic communication in proclaiming the biblical faith. Symbolic communication
mediates God’s presence and provides a participatory, multisensory experience. The
research project explored the extent to which a biblical narrative sermon series on the
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Apostles’ Creed utilizing symbolic communication provided a narrative framework to
affect the formation of Christian identity. Thus, the research project examined the
practicality of appropriating ancient homiletical practices in the postmodern world.
Twenty-eight people, representative of modern and postmodern generations,
attending Flag Springs United Methodist Church (Flag Springs UMC) participated in the
project by granting three oral interviews conducted by telephone. One interview occurred
prior to a twelve-sermon series on the Apostles’ Creed, while two interviews followed the
conclusion of the sermon series. The sermon series started 3 June 2007 and concluded 26
August 2007. The second interview period began two weeks after the conclusion of the
sermon series and lasted three weeks. The final interview period began six weeks after
the sermon series concluded and lasted three weeks. Thus, the project occurred over a
period of twenty-three weeks. Table 1.2 gives information on the sermon series including
schedule, Scripture passages, sermon titles, and symbolism used.
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Table 1.2. Sermon Series Schedule
Sermon

Date

Scripture

Sermon Title

Visual Aid or Symbolism

1

3 June
2007

Isa. 43:1-13;
1 Pet. 1:3-9

“Someone to Believe In”

Video clip: “Do You Believe
in a Higher Power?”

2

10 June
2007

Gen. 1:1-2;
Eph. 1:1-11

“The One to Believe In,
Part 1”

Eye within a triangle

3

17 June
2007

Isa. 61:1-2;
John 14:1-7

“The One to Believe in
Part 2”

Anchor

4

24 June
2007

Isa. 9:1-7;
Matt. 1:18-25

“Stable and Table”

Manger scene, wheat, bread
loaves; Holy Communion

5

1 July 2007

Ps. 22;
Heb. 2:5-18

“The Passion of Love”

Crown of thorns; nails; Cross

6

8 July 2007

Ps. 16;
Luke 24:35-49

“Christus Victor”

Right hand, empty chair

7

15 July
2007

8

22 July
2007

9
10
11
12

Eccles. 12:1214; Acts 10:3443
Joel 2:26-32;
John 16:5-16

“Judge Jesus”

Empty chair, white robe, book
of good deeds

“The One to Believe In,
Part 3”

Dove, white and red fabric

29 July
2007

Eph. 4:1-16

“The Big Picture”

Holy Communion

5 August
2007

Isa. 1:18-20;

“Welcomed Trouble”

Hyssop, basin, and towel

“Consummation”

Ivy vines

“Live What You Say You
Believe”

Water fountain, fruit trees

12 August
2007
26 August
2007

1 John 1:1-2:2
John 17:1-8;
1 Cor. 15:12-28
Ps. 24;
Rev. 22:1-9

The project consisted of twelve sermons on the Apostles’ Creed preached over a
period of thirteen weeks, from 3 June 2007 to 26 August 2007. Participants included
people from both Sunday morning worship services. Each week visual displays
symbolized the theme of the sermon. I photographed the visual arts and displayed the
photo of the altar art on the sanctuary’s projection screen. Each week prior to the sermon,
I recited the Apostles’ Creed phrase by phrase, stopping with the phrase with which the
sermon dealt. The music director selected the same hymns for both worship services.
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Context of the Study
Flag Springs United Methodist Church, eight miles south of Asheboro, North
Carolina, the central piedmont section of the state, is located in the High Point district of
the Western North Carolina Conference of the United Methodist Church. Theologically,
the church describes itself as conservative, with a traditional worship style. Worship style
is informal with most people receptive to a less rigid, “low-church” order of worship,
though a few people prefer “high-church” worship complete with robed pastor, choir, and
acolytes. The congregation regularly celebrates the Sacraments, though resistance exists
to observing Holy Communion every Sunday or on a set Sunday of each month.
Farmlands and housing developments comprise the surrounding rural community,
which is experiencing significant growth. The Piedmont Triad Council of Governments
projects Randolph County to be the third fastest growing county of the seven county
Piedmont Triad area: By 2010, the Randolph County population is projected to be
153,261, a net gain of 18,281 residents from the present 134,980 (“Population
Estimates”). The median age of residents in Asheboro and Seagrove, the two closest
municipalities, is 34.0 and 40.8 years respectively (“Population by Age Range”). Modern
and postmodern generations comprise the missional context in which Flag Springs United
Methodist Church is located.
Demographically, church membership ranges from elderly people with high
school education to school principals with master’s degrees and at least one doctorate.
Several members are teachers in local school systems. Several members are in
managerial positions such as plant managers, human resource directors, financial
controllers, accountants, and self-employed entrepreneurs. Table 1.3 indicates the active
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participation within the worship services according to generations.

Table 1.3. Percentage of Worship Attendance by Generation
Generation (year born)

Age Range

%

1910-1927

78-95

2.66

1928-1945

60-77

20.67

1946-1963

42-59

36.67

1964-1981

24-41

8.89

1982-1999

6-23

26.67

Flag Springs observes two Sunday worship services, 8:30 and 11:00 a.m. Worship
attendance presently averages 146 people total, thirty-two and 114 respectively. Sunday
school attendance averages 105. Current average Sunday school attendance for collegeaged adults is three.
The Flag Springs congregation has a history of blending traditional and
contemporary styles. Built in 1954, the sanctuary’s architecture is of a traditional
Southern style. Rectangular, the chancel area was originally located at the north end of
the building and the narthex was located at the south end of the building. Ten stainedglass windows graced the sanctuary. In 1976, the congregation renovated the existing
sanctuary. A 2,550 square foot addition erected at the south end of the building
incorporated a contemporary look with a high arched, A-frame roof and offset walls. A
five-sided baptismal area, reminiscent of ancient baptismal pools, allowed the
preservation of all original stained-glass windows. The chancel area now is located at the
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south end of the building with the narthex at the north end. The Flag Springs
congregation worships in a sanctuary of blended traditional and contemporary
architecture with elements from the congregation’s past as well as ancient church history.
While the congregation experienced significant change regarding sanctuary
architecture, the worship style remains primarily traditional. The Lord’s Prayer is used
occasionally; the Apostles’ Creed seldom used. Sermon series and lectionary readings
guide sermon development. The recent hiring of a music director allows for more
coordination between sermon and music themes. Worship now includes both hymns and
praise choruses. A traditional choir led by the music director leads the singing at the
11:00 service. Smaller ensembles lead the music at the 8:30 service. Praise teams have
formed periodically but have not enjoyed long-term viability. Recently, the music
presented by the choir has included wind and percussion instruments.
In 2000, the administrative council approved installation of a video projection
system in the sanctuary. When the administrative council discussed this project, no one
voted against the installation. The system’s main use is the projection of lyrics and
Scripture texts against solid backgrounds.
Methodology
The research project employed a qualitative design to examine the participants’
self-perceptions pertaining to their understanding of the biblical narrative, Christian
identity, and their participation in God’s redemptive purposes. The methodology
employed the use of phenomenological interviewing to examine the formation of
Christian identity. This project investigated the extent to which biblical narrative
preaching and the use of symbolic communication affect the formation of Christian
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identity. Participants granted oral interviews in which they responded to questions related
to their comprehension and appropriation of the Christian faith.
Subjects
I selected twenty-eight participants to form a criterion-based sampling. People
representing modern and postmodern generations participated in the project. The
sampling included a fair representation of male and female participants with respect to
the congregation’s active worshipping population.
Variables
The research project identified two initial independent variables. The first
independent variable was the biblical narrative sermon series on the Apostles’ Creed. The
practice of delivering sermons communicating the fullness of Scripture from creation to
redemption to consummation defines biblical narrative preaching. The use of symbolic
communication was the second independent variable. For the research project, the use of
symbols, visual displays, and words to provide hearers a multisensory experience through
visual and aural engagement defines symbolic communication. The dependent variable
was the change in participants’ beliefs and behaviors. Age and gender were naturalistic
variables.
Instrumentation
Participants granted three telephone interviews, which used a semi-structured
format. The first interview asked for a focused life history as related to the Christian
faith. The second interview focused on participant response to the sermon series on the
Apostles’ Creed. The third interview focused on the meaning of each participant’s
experience of the sermon series (see Appendixes A, B, and C).
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Delimitations and Generalizability
The project developed in response to my interest in the role of preaching in the
formation of Christian identity in the midst of competing worldviews and stories. The
research contributes to the growing body of theological literature advocating the recovery
of ancient church practices. The research focused on proclamation of the biblical
narrative while engaging modern and postmodern generations within the same preaching
event. The research occurred in a congregation whose history includes the blending of
traditional and contemporary architecture to create the sanctuary and openness to
incorporating technology into the worship service. The congregation and I enjoyed a
favorable and trusting relationship at the time the research began. William Wiersma and
Stephen G. Jurs note the qualitative researcher does not seek “broad generalizations of
results,” leaving the determination of applicability in other settings to the reader(s) (21516).
Significance of the Study
Examining the role of biblical narrative preaching in shaping Christian identity
may challenge those people who argue against the effectiveness of preaching. Further,
recent cognitive psychology and neuroscience research support the importance of
narrative to identity formation and moral development. Thus, the study attempted to
appropriate an ancient homiletical method and contemporary narrative research to
improve the practice of preaching and affect the formation of Christian identity.
Conclusions drawn from the data gathered offer guidance for the practice of preaching
God’s Word in a postmodern world.
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Overview of the Dissertation
Chapter 2 establishes the integration of modernity and Christianity, the effect of
postmodernism on Christian faith and worship, and the importance of narrative
construction in human beings. Chapter 3 presents the research design. Chapter 4 presents
the data collected and analyzed. Chapter 5 presents the summary and interpretation of the
study’s findings and offers suggestions for further research.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE
In all generations, Christians confront the challenge of living faithful lives in the
midst of rival worldviews. The Christian faith is a journey one travels daily. A faithful
journey requires a holistic response as people unite belief and behavior. The formation of
Christian identity capable of governing belief and behavior of Christians on a daily basis
concerned church leaders during the patristic period. In a preliterate world, Augustine
believed the Old Roman Creed, predecessor to the Apostles’ Creed, provided a summary
of the Christian faith capable of establishing the boundaries of right belief and acceptable
behavior for Christians. Alan Kreider cites an Augustine sermon in which Augustine
explains the importance of the Creed for new converts: “Two weeks before Easter they
were given the Creed, which they memorized, so they could ‘recite [it] in bed … [and]
think about [it] in the streets” (60). Augustine believed the memorization and
internalization of the Creed would guide behavior, thereby forming and reinforcing
Christian identity.
Biblical and Theological Foundations
The postmodern world shares similarities with the ancient world during the first
few centuries following the Church’s birth. During these centuries the Church confronted
a pluralistic culture by providing a holistic worldview for Christians. In rejecting the
universal story of modernity, postmodernism offers multiple stories by which people live
their lives. The postmodern world finds itself embedded in a matrix of competing stories.
Hope for the Church in the postmodern twenty-first century lies in understanding and
reappropriating the holistic faith and practice of the early Church.
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Since Peter’s Pentecost address, sermons have sought to connect people with
God’s activity in Jesus Christ. Sermons in the early Church were narrative in nature (Acts
2:14-39; 3:12-26). C. H. Dodd summarizes the themes present in these narrative sermons:
The new age has been inaugurated in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ who
has been exalted to God’s right hand and is present in the world through the Holy Spirit
and will return to consummate all things (21-23). These points are movements within the
story, not stand-alone propositions.
Evangelical Christianity regards the sermon as the most important part of
Christian worship. The sermon began dominating the worship service as various
expressions of rationalism gained strength and exerted influence in evangelical circles.
The influence did not stop with the emphasis on the sermon; the influence extended to the
form and perceived function of the preaching event. As evangelical Christianity sought
faithful proclamation of the Christian message in a changing world, preaching became
propositional in an age searching for objective truth.
In contrast to reducing Scripture to rational propositions or therapeutic moralisms
characteristic of modern evangelical and liberal preaching, the early Church proclaimed a
coherent narrative. Theological elements of the narrative, “economy of salvation,”
recapitulation, and Christus Victor theology form the core-shaping patristic faith and
practice. Economy of salvation refers to God’s saving activity in creation, redemption,
and consummation. Thus, no aspect of human life remains untouched: birth, life, death,
and resurrection. Pentecost and the New Testament confession “Jesus is Lord” forced
early followers of Jesus to wrestle with their understanding of God and Jewish
monotheism. The Gospels and the book of Acts record miracles attributed to Jesus Christ
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through the power of the Holy Spirit. New Testament letters imply a threefold
relationship among the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Early Church theologians sought to
explain God’s activity in Jesus Christ. Irenaeus is one such theologian:
In this manner, the Lord has redeemed us through His own blood, giving
His soul for our souls, and His flesh for flesh. He has also poured out the
Spirit of the Father for the union and communion of God, actually
imparting God to men by the means of the Spirit. (527)
Thus, “economy of salvation” recognizes God’s ordering of salvation in the person and
work of Jesus Christ and in the presence of the Holy Spirit in the world.
The person of Jesus Christ stands at the center of the divine economy. Jesus’
crucifixion and resurrection define God’s salvation of humanity from sin. Elaborating on
the meaning of Christ’s work, Irenaeus advanced the concept of recapitulation: “He has
therefore, in this work of recapitulation, summed up all things, both waging war against
our enemy, and crushing him who had at the beginning led us away as captives in Adam,
and trampled upon his head” (548). Christ’s death and resurrection corrects Adam’s error
and, in doing so, offers salvation for all creation. Henry Chadwick describes Irenaeus’
thought:
In Christ the divine Word assumed a humanity such as Adam possessed
before he fell. Adam was made in the image and likeness of God. By sin
the likeness became lost, though the image has remained untouched. By
faith in Christ man may recover the lost likeness. (80)
Recapitulation, or summing up, extends to creation as well. Webber asserts, “Irenaeus
showed how the work of Christ was understood in terms of the salvation of the entire
creation. God not only saved persons, but through the work of Christ, the restoration,
renewal, and re-creation of the entire universe was foreshadowed” (Ancient-Future Faith
59). Thus, patristic soteriology (theology of salvation) does not reduce salvation to a
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personal experience of re-creation experienced by individuals but understands Jesus’
death and resurrection offers salvation for the whole of God’s creation.
The early Church also consistently stressed the theme of Christus Victor. The
Christus Victor theme proclaims Christ’s work holds implications for the past, present,
and future. Christ conquered death, overcomes present evil, and draws people into eternal
relationship with God. Webber notes the centrality of Christus Victor theology within the
liturgy of the early Church (Ancient-Future Faith 58). The persistent presence of the
Christus Victor theme in the early Church communicates the relevancy of Christ’s work
for humanity by offering a new way of living witnessed demonstrably in the faithful
celebration of baptism and Eucharist.
Rational propositional and therapeutic moralistic preaching simply cannot cover
the breadth and depth of the Christian faith as evidenced in the early Church’s stress on
economy of salvation, recapitulation, and Christus Victor theology. While God always
accomplishes more than perceived, the heavy emphasis on propositional and moralistic
preaching comes at a price. People encounter a story reduced to precepts often with
minimal or no connectedness. The coherent story of God’s people is lost while
proclaiming the truths of the faith. Often Christian formation focuses on making
individual disciples rather than incorporating individuals into a people of faith.
Postmodernism and Narrative
Postmodern generations react negatively to metanarratives—stories claiming
absolute truth while excluding other worldviews. Negativity to metanarratives challenges
Christians because in modernity evangelicals presented the Christian faith precisely as
the one true Metanarrative. Leonard Sweet, Brian D. McLaren, and Jerry Haselmayer
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acknowledge postmoderns do not like metanarratives; however, “they love narratives”
(205). The answer to this dilemma lies in calling people to experience the truth of the
Christian story while resisting the urge to argue the Christian story as absolute truth.
Preaching principles rarely allows people to experience such truth. People need to see and
experience the Christian story lived out in faithful communities. People need to belong in
order to believe as opposed to believing in order to belong.
The segmentation of the church according to worship styles reveals modernity’s
reductionism. In particular, the separation of worship into believer and seeker formats
reveals a false distinction. Within any worship service both believers and seekers may be
present. Therefore, focusing on one group denies the presence of the other group.
Separating worship into “seeker-sensitive” and “believers” services assumes the Holy
Spirit cannot send the gifts of justifying or sanctifying grace to different people within the
same worship event; however, when God in Jesus Christ is the focus of worship, the Holy
Spirit can address both believers and seekers.
Augustine exemplifies the ability to address seekers and believers in the way he
draws allusions to baptism and the Eucharist. In Augustine’s day, catechumens (those
who have made a commitment to learn about Christianity) and believers worshipped
together up until the time for the Eucharist. Because only the baptized participated in the
Eucharist, catechumens left after the sermon. The use of typological/allegorical
interpretations of Scripture allowed Augustine to keep baptism and Eucharist always
fresh in the minds of his baptized hearers. Augustine interpreted passages related to the
Exodus such as crossing the Red Sea and manna from heaven as signifying baptism and
Eucharist. The baptized would recognize the connections he was making while the
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catechumens could not understand fully because they had not yet experienced the
sacraments. William Harmless notes, “At that moment the congregation would split: the
baptized would cheer the instant they spotted these foreshadowings of the sacraments,
while the catechumens would be silently left wondering what all the fuss was about”
(171). Augustine regularly nurtured believers as he reminded them of the new life
through faith in Jesus Christ visibly and symbolically experienced in baptism and
Eucharist, while enchanting seekers to know more.
Ironically, the postmodern love of narrative allows for conversation between
Christianity and postmodern people. In the book of Acts, the apostles preached narrative
sermons when they encountered disbelieving people. The postmodern embrace of
narrative is calling evangelical Christianity back to ancient roots of biblical narrative
preaching.
Peter’s Pentecost sermon in Acts 2 exemplifies narrative preaching. Summarizing
Peter’s first sermon, John R. W. Stott identifies six facets:
Peter focused on Christ and told his story in six stages. (i) He was a man,
though divinely attested by miracles; (ii) he was put to death by wicked
hands, though according to God’s purposes; (iii) he was raised from the
dead, as the prophets had foretold and the apostles had witnessed; (iv) he
was exalted to God’s right hand, and from there poured out the Holy
Spirit; (v) he now gives forgiveness to all who repent, believe, and are
baptized; and (vi) he thus adds them to his new community. (79)
Other speeches in Acts include these characteristics as well. In Peter’s next sermon, Acts
3:11-26, he responds to the astonished crowd who has just witnessed the healing of a man
born lame. Peter addresses a community of worshippers considered to be God’s people
(3:12). Through ignorance they killed the “Author of life,” an indirect reference to the
cross by which Jesus died (3:14). Repenting from this ignorant act leads to the promise of
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new creation now and in the future (3:19). Peter’s speech captures the essence of the New
Testament message. God, active in human events, has worked through Jesus Christ,
raised him from the dead, and now through the Holy Spirit works in faithful followers,
leading people to the new creation found through faith in Jesus.
In Acts 17 Luke records Paul’s conversation with Greek philosophers at Mars Hill
at the base of the Acropolis, the site of several temples of Greek gods. Paul uses narrative
to proclaim God’s work in Jesus Christ though his message does not display all six
elements of Peter’s sermon of Acts 2. Therefore, Paul’s speech offers further
confirmation of Stott’s argument for the gospel message focusing on Jesus Christ (79).
The Christological emphasis of early preaching opposes much preaching found in both
traditional and contemporary worship services, which emphasizes human beings rather
than the triune God.
While narrative sermons have become more popular in recent years, a difference
exists between stories and the Jesus story. Green recognizes a distinction between
narrative as style and narrative as a theological construct. Narrative theology addresses
the issue of Scripture, from Genesis to Revelation, proclaiming a full and coherent
history from creation to redemption to consummation (30-31). Commenting on the
Gospel narratives, Charles L. Campbell contends, “One cannot simply emphasize
narrative structure, but must come to terms with the particular character who is rendered
through these specific narratives” (191). In other words, Jesus must be the subject and
object of the sermon. The sermon must not be a therapeutic, self-help message reducing
Jesus to a “quick-fix” solution.
De-emphasizing the self and restoring Jesus Christ to the rightful place as both
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subject and object of the sermon offers opportunity for connecting postmodern seekers
with Jesus Christ and the Church. Such preaching may resonate well with postmodern
seekers because the self is de-emphasized. “Postmoderns reject as pretentious the modern
focus on the self” (Grenz, Primer 123). At the same time, modern Christians reengage the
full story told in the Scriptures and hear the message the Church is not for individuals;
rather the Church is the body of Christ in mission to the world. The concern is
proclaiming to a dying world the salvation found only in Jesus Christ, not saving dying
congregations.
Narrative as Form
The renewed interest in narrative preaching began in the late 1950s. Campbell
cites Grady Davis’ book Design for Preaching published in 1958 as the seminal work
reintroducing narrative into mainline Protestantism (117). Later, Fred B. Craddock
became a champion of narrative preaching, building on the work of Davis and others.
According to Craddock, as form and content were separated, content became more
important than form (57-58). The separation of content from form allowed preachers to
extrapolate propositional statements or moralisms from Scripture. Evangelicals composed
sermons of propositional statements with the expectation congregants would give their
intellectual assent and believe the Christian faith true. Liberals stressed the inherent
goodness of compassionate acts towards others with the expectation congregants would
realize the humanitarian value of religion.
Strange interpretations of Scripture become possible when people separate form
and content. For example, Tim Conder recognizes that the process of extracting
principles from Scripture yields several possible moralisms in the Old Testament book of
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Esther, such as joining a harem, being manipulative, and seeking revenge (63-64). When
read as a narrative, the book of Esther yields the vastly different message of Israel’s
struggle to maintain its identity.
The resurgence of narrative preaching influenced homiletics in a variety of ways.
Campbell notes the shift from cognitive-oriented forms of preaching to narrative yielded
an increased appreciation for the biblical text while reengaging emotion and imagination
(121). However, negative influences developed as well. Before the concern with
narrative, preachers emphasized content at the expense of form. As form received
attention once again, content suffered.
Though several homileticians offered contributions to the field of narrative
preaching, Craddock and Eugene L. Lowry became two of the most influential narrative
homileticians. Craddock believes sermon preparation begins with considering the
listener’s perspective (103). Potential problems arise when the listener is the focus. He
counsels, “To give such attention to the listener is not a concession to ‘what they want to
hear’” (104). Despite Craddock’s attempt to shift the emphasis away from the listener,
narrative preaching steadily gravitated towards the listener.
Lowry advocates designing narrative sermons by plot rather than sermons
resembling geometric proofs. To construct a narrative sermon, Lowry proposes five
stages of plot development: upsetting the equilibrium, analyzing the discrepancy,
disclosing the clue to resolution, experiencing the gospel, and anticipating the
consequences. Lowry insists sermon plots always start from itch and go to scratch (118).
Lowry recognizes proposals often have negative effects in addition to positive ones
(117). Lowry’s approach may tempt preachers to focus so much on the human condition,
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the itch; humanity becomes the central actor of the sermon rather than God. Even though
Lowry affirms only the gospel rightly interprets human experience, his approach
emphasizes the “itch” of human experience so much the person of Jesus Christ gets
pushed to the side.
Contemporary narrative homileticians focus on the experiential nature of the
listeners. The existential emphasis on the listener limits preaching’s task of forming
community. Form trumps content as general and shared experiences of listeners and
preachers dominate the sermon rather than God’s deliberate actions to form a people. The
importance of stories eclipses the grand story of God’s actions narrated by biblical texts.
People assume narrative preaching means using stories; however, stories have
received too much attention while narrative has received too little attention. Lischer
distinguishes between story and narrative. Without this distinction, narrative preaching
emphasizes shared or familiar experiences rather than “the revealed story of God’s
deliverance of Israel” (Theology of Preaching 89). Sermons comprised of stories and
illustrations overpower the biblical narrative. Biblical narrative preaching does not mean
including stories in the sermon; rather biblical narrative preaching proclaims God’s
action in creating and calling people into covenantal relationship through faith in Jesus
Christ empowered by the Holy Spirit.
Narrative preaching faithfully proclaiming the biblical text grows more essential
as society increasingly becomes more post-Christian and postmodern. Campbell cites
three problems with contemporary narrative preaching. One problem concerns a
biblically illiterate church facing an “increasingly secular society” (121).
Overemphasizing contemporary stories inhibits the identity of a people formed by the
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biblical narrative. Campbell also names the lack of “theological and hermeneutical
presuppositions behind narrative preaching” (121). Thirdly, Campbell notes the
reemergence of narrative preaching has not resulted in significant renewal in mainline
denominations (121). Christian identity formation and evangelism have not benefited
from the appeal to narrative preaching,
Narrative as Theological Construct
Besides referring to a literary genre, narrative also refers to a theological
construct. The use of stories was common across ancient cultures (Grenz, “Universality”
87). Ancient Israel, though, understood narrative differently than other cultures. Whereas
other ancient cultures viewed life as repetitive and cyclical, ancient Israel saw
connections between past and present events and attributed those connections to God’s
actions (88). Pagan cultures viewed history as cyclical and repetitive; Israel believed
history was marching towards a universal purpose.
Several factors influenced the shift away from a theological understanding of
narrative during modernity. Grenz notes medieval theologians emphasized the journey of
God’s people to a place beyond history instead of God’s movement in the world from
creation to new creation (“Universality” 90). The subtle shift from God’s actions in the
world to humanity’s actions on the journey to heaven made God irrelevant in the past and
present. Humanity only needed God for the future.
Another factor illustrates the self-induced demise of the Enlightenment project.
Robert W. Jenson concludes, “Modernity was defined by an attempt to live in a universal
story without a universal storyteller” (141). The Enlightenment sought to discover the
story of the real world while denying the existence of God. Slowly God became
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irrelevant to human history altogether. At first, modernity believed in the view of
progress, but World War I and disillusionment with Marxism destroyed hope in the idea
of progress (145). Jenson further states that when “hope has been discredited, modernity
has no resource for renewing it or for acquiring any other sort of hope” (145). Without
God, the future holds no promise, only death and ultimate destruction of the universe.
At first, narrative theology might seem to hold the answer to the disjointed and
incoherent life described by modernity; however, Stanley Hauerwas issues a caution
against narrative theology. Placing too much emphasis on narrative risks paying too little
or no attention to God (136). Thus, while narrative theology calls the Church back to the
roots of the biblical faith, people must be careful not to repeat modernity’s error of
replacing God’s story with human stories.
Biblical narrative preaching, unlike much contemporary preaching, does not
attempt to fit the world of the Bible into the modern contemporary world. Seeker-driven
sermons focusing on listeners’ “felt needs” attempt to prove the validity of Scripture by
making pragmatic connections between Scripture and life. Contemporary narrative
preaching utilizing present-day stories makes relevancy the aim of the sermon. In seeking
relevance, contemporary preaching splices Christian faith into current life. Thus,
contemporary preaching actually yields irrelevance as hearers do not encounter a
coherent narrative. In contrast, Green indicates biblical narrative preaching is “a way of
grasping and making sense of the whole of history as this is interpretively presented in
Scripture” (18). Biblical narrative preaching begins with the world of Scripture and
invites people to participate in God’s story of creation, redemption, and consummation.
The narrative sermons in Acts affirm the theological constructs of creation,
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redemption, and consummation. Peter’s sermon in response to the healing of the lame
man places the healing in the narrative of God’s working in Jesus Christ. Peter ties the
activity of Jesus to the activity the God. God, who created Israe,l the descendants of
Abraham, now works through Jesus Christ (3:13). Peter calls Jesus “the author of life”
(3:14). Luke Timothy Johnson recognizes the difficulty of an exact translation for the
Greek phrase translated “author of life” because possible meanings include
originator/founder, cause, and pioneer/hero (Acts of the Apostles 68). Having referenced
Jesus’ involvement in creation, Peter moves to redemption and consummation by urging
the people to repent (v. 20) in preparation for Jesus return to restore all things (v. 21).
Stephen’s sermon in Acts 7 also exemplifies biblical narrative preaching. Stephen
begins with God’s activity in creating Israel and then offers an extensive narrative of
God’s actions through the prophets, culminating in Jesus Christ. As he is about to be
stoned, Stephen “looked up to heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the
right hand of God. ‘Look,’ he said, I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the
right hand of God’” (7:55-56). Stephen’s vision at the end of his sermon points to the
consummation.
Augustine provides classic examples of sermons shaped by the biblical narrative.
Augustine’s sermon Christmas #6 begins by emphasizing creation: “The Day who made
all day sanctified this particular day for us, my Brothers and Sisters” (Sermons to the
People 85). Later in the sermon, Augustine stresses redemption. “We were mortals. We
were weighed down by our sins. Our sufferings we carted after us.… If He hadn’t
undergone human generation would we have arrived at divine regeneration? In other
words, He was born that we might be reborn” (87). Having proclaimed God’s activity
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through Jesus Christ in creation and redemption, Augustine closes the sermon by
proclaiming the consummation of creation through a reference to the New Jerusalem:
Let’s be His beast, then, and let’s take Him to Jerusalem! With Him on our
back we’ll fairly fly to the Holy City! He knows the way; not a chance to
go wrong! Let’s go through Him! Let’s go to Him. (89)
Augustine uses the biblical narrative plot of creation, redemption, and consummation to
explain Christ’s birth while intending to evoke a worshipful response by his hearers.
While shaped by the biblical narrative, Augustine’s sermons also illustrate the
ability to use a conversational style. In many sermons, Augustine uses the descriptor
“heretics and hecklers” of opponents to Christianity (Sermons to the People). In doing so,
Augustine invites the congregation into a conversation between opponents of Christianity
and himself. Through conversational style, Augustine formed people to go forth and
engage the disbelieving world.
Augustine recognized the role of narrative in Christian formation in his own life.
Pasquarello notes, “Augustine’s Christian identity was constituted by a new narrative: the
story of Christ told in Scripture and enacted by the common life of the church” (186). As
a bishop, Augustine used narrative to form and maintain Christian identity in a pluralistic
culture.
The use of styles other than narrative illustrates the ability of the biblical narrative
to serve as the construct determining the content of the sermon. Having determined the
content, flexibility is available in determining the best form to convey the content. Thus,
Green asserts biblical narrative preaching is not limited to the genre of narrative (30-31).
Challengers to narrative preaching often cite the Pauline letters as evidence the formation
of the Christian life depends upon exposition; however, such claims beg the question.
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Clearly, Paul uses exposition and deductive reasoning, yet the referent of his argument is
Jesus Christ. Specifically, God has acted in Jesus Christ to fulfill the promise to
Abraham. Thus, the biblical narrative guides Paul when he develops propositional
arguments.
Biblical narrative preaching did not end with the patristic period. Two of the most
regarded reformers in the history of Protestantism read and preached Scripture as
narrative. Martin Luther recognized the narrative nature of the gospel:
The gospel is a story about Christ, God’s and David’s Son, who died and
was raised and is established as Lord. This is the gospel in a nutshell. Just
as there is no more than one Christ, so there is and may be no more than
one gospel. Since Paul and Peter too teach nothing but Christ, in the way
we have just described, so their epistles can be nothing but the gospel.
(116)
Luther understood letters written by New Testament writers referred to the gospel story
of Jesus Christ and, therefore, recognized the letters as an extension of the biblical
narrative.
John Wesley also read and preached Scripture as narrative. In one of his letters,
Wesley describes his approach to preaching. He begins by declaring the love of God for
all sinners, moves to an exposition of the law, contrasts the law and gospel to show the
superiority of the gospel over the law, finally adding more gospel as people respond
(127). Wesley’s approach defines the movements of God revealed in the biblical
narrative: love to create a people, law and gospel to reveal sin and redemption, and love
to sanctify a people of faith.
The difference in Luther and Wesley’s approaches to narrative reading and
preaching of Scripture exemplifies the multifaceted yet theologically congruent
expressions of biblical narrative preaching. As Lischer observes, “Unlike Luther, who
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contraposed law and gospel as implacable foes, Wesley situates them on a continuum of
God’s good will toward humanity” (126). Though Luther and Wesley differed in their
understanding of the relationship between law and gospel, both regarded Scripture as the
narrative that reveals and proclaims God love for and saving action of sinners.
Baptism and Eucharist
The liturgical acts of baptism and Eucharist illustrate and underscore the
centrality of the biblical narrative in the life of the Church. At first, this statement appears
obvious. Both baptism and Eucharist create and sustain the Christian community through
dramatic and highly participatory celebrations of the biblical narrative. The baptismal
covenant in the United Methodist Church includes a directed recitation of the Apostles’
Creed as the pastor asks the candidates, sponsors, and congregants, “Do you believe”
three times (United Methodist Hymnal 35). The baptismal covenant contains a narrative
prayer over the water prior to the act of baptism. The prayer begins with creation:
“Eternal Father, when nothing existed but chaos, you swept across the dark waters and
brought forth light” (United Methodist Book of Worship 90). After proclaiming
redemption through recalling the Old Testament stories of Noah and the Exodus, the
prayer then focuses on Jesus Christ. “He [Jesus] called his disciples to share in the
baptism of his death and resurrection and to make disciples of all nations” (90). The
prayer concludes by emphasizing redemption and consummation. “Pour out your Holy
Spirit, to bless this gift of water … to wash away their [original emphasis] sin, to clothe
them [original emphasis] in righteousness, throughout their [original emphasis] lives,
that, dying and being raised with Christ, they [original emphasis] may share in his final
victory” (90). The act of baptism incorporates one as a participant in God’s story.
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Likewise, the Eucharist also enacts and celebrates God’s story through
proclaiming creation, redemption, and consummation. Like the baptismal covenant, the
service of Holy Communion includes the directed recitation of the Apostles’ Creed
(United Methodist Hymnal 7). The Eucharist celebrates God’s acts in creation,
redemption, and consummation. The Great Thanksgiving declares God’s act of creation:
“It is right, and a good and joyful thing, always and everywhere to give thanks to you,
Father almighty, creator of heaven and earth. You formed us into your image and
breathed into us the breath of life” (9). Next, redemption is celebrated: “By the baptism
of his [Jesus’] suffering, death, and resurrection you gave birth to your Church, delivered
us from slavery to sin and death and made with us a new covenant by the water of your
Spirit” (9). Later, the focus shifts to consummation: “By your Spirit make us one with
Christ, one with each other and one in ministry to all the world, until Christ comes in
final victory and we feast at his heavenly banquet” (10). Like baptism, the Eucharist
proclaims and celebrates God’s acts of creation, redemption, and consummation thereby
enacting the biblical narrative.
Narrative and Memory
Proclamation of the biblical narrative and enactment of the biblical narrative
through the celebrations of baptism and Eucharist fosters in people an active memory of
God’s saving acts. Augustine recognized the important interaction between narrative and
memory:
I combine with past events images of various things, whether experienced
directly or believed on the basis of what I have experienced; and on this
basis I reason about future actions and events and hopes, and again think
of all these things in the present. (Confessions 187)
Human beings organize past, present, and future events through narratives. Green argues
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similarly, “Memory, then, is not passive retrieval of information, but active
reconstruction, through which we seek coherence” (15). Narratives link together past and
present events into a cohesive pattern, which then anticipates future possibilities.
Narratives and memory have a powerful, formative effect on human beings.
Green contends, “If we all live story-formed lives, then we are confronted with the
question, What stories will shape us” (17). Christian worship is the active reconstruction
of the grand narrative of Scripture. Evangelical churches must recover the narrative
nature of worship and preaching and leave behind the heretical understanding of worship
and preaching as the retrieval of information.
Conclusion
In biblical narrative preaching, narrative is a theological construct for interpreting
life through the lens of Scripture. Rather than God becoming part of humanity’s life and
experiences, God draws humanity, and all creation, into God’s everlasting life. The triune
God is the lead actor. Through the Holy Spirit, God calls people into the biblical story
first portrayed through Israel and ultimately through Jesus Christ. In celebrating the
sacraments of baptism and Eucharist, Christians remember the fullness of the biblical
narrative and then go forth into the world as witnesses of the triune God.
Faithful preaching requires a respect for the narrative nature of the Scripture.
Throughout Church history, preachers have proclaimed the biblical narrative that tells
God’s story of creation, redemption, and consummation. The reduction of Scripture to
rational propositions or therapeutic moralisms extracted from the story, which occurred in
modernity and has Gnostic overtones, illustrates the danger of adapting Scripture to
current philosophical moods. Because preachers across the centuries have proclaimed the
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biblical narrative in different cultures and contexts while using different styles, history
indicates biblical narrative preaching transcends the current modern/postmodern debate.
Therefore, biblical narrative preaching is not a new, postmodern style but reappropriates
the theological wisdom of proclaiming the biblical narrative in ways consistent with the
form and content of Scripture.
Creedal Christianity
The ancient Church experienced dangers with biblical interpretation similar to
modern Christianity. Creeds developed, providing boundaries for right belief. Creeds
affirm the mystery of God using culturally specific language and thought but do not
attempt to explain everything (Webber, Ancient-Future Faith 199). Through recitation,
creeds invite people to participate in the biblical narrative. Creeds also affirm the
community’s consensus of truth. Craig E. Satterlee and Lester Ruth note, “In a
postmodern view, one’s community is absolutely critical for how one decides what is
true. Individuals receive from their community the basic framework to understand what
they are seeing and experiencing” (42). Thus, in the current postmodern period, creeds
are experiencing renewed importance.
The Nicene and Apostles’ Creeds do use propositional truth statements; however,
both creeds recount the triune God’s story from creation to consummation. Johnson notes
the theological concepts found in the Nicene Creed are “propositions we cannot explain
or define, but whose denial leads to the distortion or loss of other truths. They are
propositions that serve as conditions and controls for other truths” (Creed 56). The
Nicene and the Apostles’ Creeds use propositional statements to construct a narrative
summarizing God’s action in creation, redemption, and consummation while calling
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believers to participate in the ongoing story.
Creeds appeared fairly early in church history. Irenaeus refers to “the rule of
faith” given at baptism, which is consistent with the writings of the apostles (Kelly 2).
Jan Milič Lochman argues for “a basic continuity between the Creed [Apostles’] and the
‘faith of the Apostles’” (9). In the early third century, Hippolytus records a baptismal
liturgy including the examination of baptismal candidates. Geoffrey Cummings provides
an interpretation of Hippolytus. During the examination, candidates respond, “I believe”
when prompted by a deacon (19). Creeds serve as a rule of faith for the Christian
community to memorize in narrative form the story of God incarnate in Jesus Christ.
Creeds function to confirm belief and guide behavior through faithfulness to God’s
saving action in Jesus Christ and the sending of the Holy Spirit.
Though the Nicene Creed is more comprehensive and detailed, the Apostles’
Creed enjoys more familiarity in Protestant churches. J. N. D. Kelly regards the Apostles’
Creed as a variant of the Old Roman Creed (101). Augustine used creeds similar to the
Old Roman Creed to teach the faith to converts. In preparation for the Easter celebration,
Augustine would recite the Creed to baptismal candidates and then explain the Creed
phrase by phrase. Candidates then memorized the Creed in preparation for baptism
(Harmless 274-75). Augustine’s use of the Creed went beyond the teaching of Christian
beliefs. Harmless argues Augustine did not separate belief from practice; in fact, only in
practice can belief be understood (276-77). In a religiously pluralistic time, Augustine
believed the Creed and sermons expounding the Creed helped prepare believers for
inevitable confrontations with nonbelievers (283). Augustine also recognized the
importance of believers appropriating the Creed into their daily lives. After receiving
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instruction on the Creed through Augustine’s sermons, candidates were required to recite
the Creed to Augustine one week prior to the Easter Vigil (286). The required recitation
was more than a one-time test to gain entrance into membership. Kelly reports Augustine
encouraged his congregants to recite the Creed daily (370). Augustine believed the Creed
established the boundaries of right belief and would affect the behavior of believers
living in cultures hostile to the Christian faith. For Augustine, the Creed formed Christian
identity.
Symbolic Communication
Images play a role in language comprehension. Even people nurtured with a
heavy emphasis on print and oral communication still need images and metaphors.
Sweet argues, “Humans think in images, not words (Postmodern Pilgrims 92). Rolf
Zwaan offers a theory of language comprehension named Immersed Experiencer
Framework. Zwaan proposes humans comprehend language through three steps. First,
experiences form functional webs, which activate when people encounter words or
experiences associated with those words (39). Second, event representation develops
when referential differentiation occurs as current experiences define the words
encountered (43-46). Finally, experiences join other similar experiences in existing
functional webs or form new functional webs (46-52). Zwaan’s theory illustrates the
formative aspects of repeatedly encountering similar stimuli. Humans then use language
and narrative in order to share their experiences with others.
Zwaan uses an eagle to illustrate his theory. “The eagle is in the sky” evokes a
different mental image than the sentence, “The eagle is in the nest.” Zwaan asserts
“perceptual representations” of prior experience with birds leads people to envision the
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eagle in the sky with its wings outstretched whereas in the nest people envision the wings
retracted (26). Zwaan argues images of prior experiences inform the meaning one
attaches to the use of “eagle” in sentences.
Sign and Symbol
Augustine recognized that the communication of God’s story depends upon finite
means. Proper communication means understanding words communicate a reality beyond
themselves. “There are, however, other signs which are only used for signifying, such as
words. Nobody, after all, uses words except for the sake of signifying something”
(Teaching Christianity 107). Words refer to objects, images, and concepts human beings
experience; therefore, Augustine understood the powerful, participatory potential of
language. Augustine used images from everyday experiences of his listeners such as
“warfare, slavery, business, seafaring, agriculture, jurisprudence, [and] athletics. As
before, he exploited rhetorical devices—paradoxes, aphorisms, rhymes, antitheses—to
make his message memorable” (Harmless 295). Though Augustine understood the ability
of language to signify reality, he never believed rhetorical devises used to express reality
were ends in themselves. Augustine’s emphasis always remained on the reality of God
incarnate in Jesus Christ and not on glamorous speech.
Augustine’s understanding of language guided his appreciation for the Creed.
“[T]he Creed was a symbolum, a secret ‘password’ that marked one off as an orthodox
Christian” (Harmless 279). Memorization and recitation of the Creed and faithful assent
to the boundaries established by the Creed signified a believer. Johnson notes the Nicene
Creed is a symbol because “it provides a mutual sign of recognition between the believer
and the faith community” (Creed 55). By its nature, symbolism involves multiple levels
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of meaning. Johnson further states another aspect of the Creed’s symbolic function:
“[T]he spoken words point to and participate in the response of belief and commitment
that they enunciate” (53). Through recitation of an orthodox, ecumenical Creed, whether
the Nicene Creed, the Apostles’ Creed, or its precursor the Old Roman Creed, people
express commitment to the reality the words signify.
Visual Language
In the move from conceptual to symbolic knowledge, symbolism once again
becomes an important part of the communication process. Neil Livingstone calls for
recognizing the role symbolism plays in the biblical story. He argues Jesus inspired
“living language” in the early Church as witnesses of Jesus told stories, used metaphors,
and often combined several images and metaphors to proclaim the Christian faith (1213). Modern evangelicalism placed heavy emphasis on Scripture but focused on print and
oral communication as the means of encountering the Word, despite the abundance of
symbolism found in Scripture.
Postmoderns need symbolic communication because they are visually oriented.
Sweet argues postmoderns build their lives on the metaphors encountered in movies,
videos, and streaming (Carpe Mañana 76). Thus, postmoderns need more than written
and spoken words. Webber comments on the importance of such communication: “In
worship we use everyday words, we speak the language of faith, and we communicate
symbolically. We evangelicals are strong on concepts, but weak in symbolism” (AncientFuture Faith 107). The catholic emphasis on symbolic communication offsets the
evangelical weakness. Avery Dulles, a Roman Catholic, argues symbolism provides
participatory knowledge and has a transforming effect on behavior and levels of
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awareness (136-37). The participatory nature of symbolism also addresses the
postmodern yearning for experience. People need a synthesis of the Word stressed by
evangelicals and the symbolism stressed by Christian orthodoxy to produce participatory
experiences capable of shaping people’s faith and behavior.
Webber asserts the emphasis on “the power of symbolic communication is a call
to return to the classical period when the church was an embodied experience of God
expressed in life-changing rituals of immersed participation” (Ancient-Future Faith 24).
Symbolic communication invites participation, which forms constructs humans use in
processing life experiences. Zwaan’s theory of Immersed Experiencer Framework
corresponds to Augustine’s understanding of words, signifying things beyond
themselves. Words evoke images humans retain through memory and then recall when
encountering similar stimuli; therefore, words point beyond themselves to a deeper
reality. Augustine used the Creed to shape behavior because he understood the power of
language to communicate the reality of God. The Creed invites participation and forms
constructs to guide Christian behavior and belief.
Narrative and Social Science Research
By definition, narrative involves constructing a larger entity from smaller units of
information using plot and coherence; thus, formal science interested in reducing events
to their primary and contributing causes only recently began recognizing narrative as an
object for study or as a legitimate method of research. Polkinghorne describes the way in
which the rise of formal science influenced social science research. Though Sigmund
Freud used narrative case studies to explain his theories during psychology’s infancy, by
the 1950s formal science dominated psychological research and methodology (101-03).
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While formal science methodologies enabled the study of human behavior, the inability
of such methods to examine cognitive functioning became apparent (101). Cognitive
psychology recognizes human behavior is more complex than merely studying stimuli
and responses (108). The complexity of human behavior challenges the reductionism of
traditional social science research.
Recent social science research reveals the importance of narrative for human
beings. Sue Lyle examines the role of narrative in children’s ability to make meaning of
classroom education. Lyle states, “Work within different disciplinary areas shows that
narrative understanding is an important, if not the [original emphasis] major, cognitive
tool through which all human beings in all cultures make sense of the world” (53).
Narrative provides more than a structure for knowing; narrative makes knowledge
meaningful. John R. Robinson and Linda Hawpe state, “Narrative thinking—storying—is
a successful method of organizing perception, thought, memory, and action” (123).
Social science research increasingly examines the role of narrative in human behavior.
Narrative psychology concerns itself with understanding how human beings
construct and use narratives to form meaning. Michael Murray explains, “Narrative
psychology is concerned with the structure, content, and function of the stories we tell
each other and ourselves in social interaction” (95). Murray argues narrative research
leads to better understanding of changes in peoples’ identity and interpretation of the
world (110). Recent interest in narrative psychology reveals the importance of studying
the relationship between narrative and personal identity.
Neuroscience also has studied the importance of narrative for human beings. One
such study focuses on the physiological aspects of story comprehension and production.
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Reviewing recent neurological research related to narrative, Raymond Mar asserts,
“Storytelling is thus not only a native element for our social interactions, from a health
standpoint there is evidence that it may also be a necessary one” (1415). Citing multiple
references, Mar argues a significant difference exists in comprehension and recall when
comparing “narratives and expository texts” (1416). While no one argues human beings
learn only through narrative construction, Mar’s review of neurological studies of
narrative emphasizes the growing body of research suggests narrative is the primary form
of human communication.
Narrative and Moral Development
In addition to the evidence supporting the universality of narrative thinking,
significant research examines the relationship between narrative and moral development.
Lauren Binnendyk and Kimberly A. Schonert-Reichl suggest the Harry Potter stories aid
preadolescent children in moral development. Citing the work of Bruno Bettleheim,
Binnendyk and Schonert-Reichl categorize the Harry Potter stories as classic fairy tales
because the stories “revolve around the struggle of good versus evil and moral
obligation” (197). By entering into the world of the text, children and adults explore the
issues of good and evil as contextualized in the story. Narrative is the vehicle used to
foster moral development as opposed to teaching isolated propositional statements.
Lyle’s research also suggests children determine meaning better through narrative
than through other methods. Jean Piaget examined human development by theorizing
different stages of logico-mathematical concepts. Piaget viewed scientific rationality as
the pinnacle of human development (Lyle 46). Piaget found children limited by age and
maturity in conducting logico-mathematical exercises. Lyle reports Jerome Bruner
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challenges the limits Piaget placed on children’s cognitive development because Piaget
focused on logico-mathematical reasoning while neglecting narrative reasoning.
Summarizing Bruner’s research, Lyle states, “Of these two [logico-mathematical and
narrative], he [Bruner] regards narrative as a universal way of making sense, of ordering
experience, used by all creatures” (50). Bruner notes children have the ability to
“‘produce and comprehend stories … long before they are capable of handling the most
fundamental Piagetian logical propositions that can be put into linguistic form’” (qtd. in
Lyle 50). Narrative appeals to all age levels. Such research suggests narrative sermons
may be more accessible to younger people than propositional sermons.
Flannery O’Connor, known for her short stories filled with violent clashes
between religion and humanism once said, “A story is a way to say something that can’t
be said any other way.… You tell a story because a statement would be inadequate” (qtd.
in Guroian 17). One can teach morality by presenting morals in propositional form or one
can use stories embedded with morals. Vigen Guroian states, “Mere instruction in
morality is not sufficient to nurture the virtues. It might even backfire when the
presentation is heavily exhortative and the pupil’s will is coerced” (20). Giving cognitive
assent to a moral proposition does not necessarily lead to moral behavior. One can
understand the command, “Thou shall not kill.” Effective communication and behavioral
formation occurs when knowledge of the commandment prevents a person from killing
another person if given the opportunity. Guroian asserts, “A good moral education
addresses both the cognitive and affective dimensions of human nature” (20). Wellcrafted narratives allow people to encounter the consequences of moral and immoral
behavior.
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Schemas are important to moral development. Darcia Narvaez and Toni Bock
report, “Schemas are sets of expectations, hypotheses and concepts that are formed as the
individual notices similarities and recurrence in experience” (300). Existing schemas help
organize and classify events. New schemas form when new experiences do not fit in
established schemas. Schemas “operate in the moral domain via schemas for moral
sensitivity, motivation, and action” (304). People use schemas to sort through experiences
when making moral decisions.
Schemas function explicitly and implicitly. Ann Rigney examined a presidential
speech in which President Ronald Reagan narrated the account of the rescue of a refugee
at sea by the United States Navy. Reagan used the account as a symbolic expression of
American identity. Rigney notes Regan invoked images of a “the quest/obstacle/outcome
schema” without actually using those terms (272). Without using the terms, Reagan
framed and narrated a specific event in order to equate freedom with American identity.
Thus, schemas bring coherence to events, form identity, and shape moral behavior.
A bias against narrative still exists despite the growing body of evidence in the
social and physical sciences. Lyle argues, “Many, if not most, of those involved in
education seem to regard stories as only suitable for children, the gullible, or the naïve”
(55). Mar recognizes narrative neuroscience is a recent area of research but concludes,
“[T]he preceding review has demonstrated that a number of brain structures are
consistently activated during particular story processes. Furthermore, these brain areas
appear to be unique to narrative processing, separate from those identified for word and
even sentence-level operations” (1429). Mar’s article indicates the research into ways in
which the human brain processes narratives is still in the infancy stage but acknowledges
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the growing body of research suggests narratives stimulates multiple areas of the brain.
Research Methodology
Traditional social science research employs quantitative procedures. Quantitative
research uses structured interviews, questionnaires, and other standardized measuring
devices. John W. Creswell notes quantitative research advocated by postpositivism
“reflects a deterministic philosophy in which causes probably determine effects or
outcomes” (7). Quantitative research identifies a relationship or lack of relationship
between independent and dependent variables. The strength of quantitative research is
identifying the presence or absence of causal relationships between independent and
dependent variables.
Qualitative research seeks to understand how people perceive the independent
variables under investigation. Wiersma and Jurs state, “It is the perceptions of those
being studied that are important, and, to the extent possible, these perceptions are to be
captured in order to obtain an accurate ‘measure’ of reality” (201). Thus, qualitative
research focuses identifying beliefs, attitudes, behaviors, or other phenomena of subjects
through open-ended questionnaires, interviews, or personal narratives. Because
qualitative research focuses on the perceptions of the subjects, research design is flexible
and may evolve as data is gathered and analyzed throughout the research process (201).
Qualitative research allows subjects’ experiences to generate data, which the researcher
then analyzes to describe the meaning participants give to their experiences.
Phenomenological Interviewing
Qualitative research offers many types of research methodologies.
Phenomenological studies allow researchers to examine explore the process by which
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people attached meaning to life experiences. Creswell explains phenomenological
research: “The researcher identifies the ‘essence’ of human experiences concerning a
phenomenon, as described by the participants in a study” (15). Several options exist for
obtaining data regarding participant experiences. Michael Murray notes the “episodic
interview seeks detailed narrative accounts about the participants experience with specific
topics” (103). Tom Wengraf describes various methods of guiding subjects to develop
biographical narratives in response to specific interview questions (111-51). Interviews
allow researchers to explore the way people attach significance to events. Irving Seidman
states, “At the root of in-depth interviewing is an interest in understanding the experience
of other people and the meaning they make of that experience” (3). Interviewing, as one
form of phenomenological research, uses in-depth interviews with participants to explore
the process by which participants attach meaning to the phenomena under review.
Interviewing Protocols
Interviews include open-ended and semi-structured formats. Open-ended
interviews allow interviewees to determine the focus and direction of the interview.
Semi-structured interviews determine the focus of the interview while providing
flexibility to allow participants freedom to share their experiences and perceptions.
Accordingly, Wengraf advocates designing initial questions that determine focus and
follow-up questions for clarification if needed (159). Time constraints associated with
interviewing limit the number of initial questions (160). Wiersma and Jurs note
interviewers ask respondents the same set of questions, though wording might vary
slightly depending on the situation (187). Semi-structured interviews allow researchers to
determine the focus while granting freedom to participants. Using the same set of initial
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and probing question ensures consistency throughout the interviewing process.
Reliability and Validity in Qualitative Research
Significant differences exist between qualitative and quantitative research.
Qualitative research does not determine the presence or absence of causal relationships
between independent and dependent variables. Instead, qualitative research “has its
origins in descriptive analysis, and is essentially an inductive process, reasoning from the
specific situation to a general conclusion” (Wiersma and Jurs 13). Therefore, different
criteria guide the understanding of validity and generalizability.
Validity in qualitative research necessarily differs from quantitative research.
Elliot W. Eisner recommends three criteria for establishing validity: structural
corroboration, referential adequacy, and consensual validation (26). Data analysis must
substantiate conclusions the researcher makes. Further, the research must enable “a
reader to see the qualities described in the work” (26). While the researcher analyzes and
interprets the data, readers must be confident the researcher has worked from the data
given. Finally, other researchers should agree the conclusions drawn from the data are
plausible, even though other researchers might draw different conclusions because of
differing interests. Good qualitative research allows readers to follow the logic used to
reach conclusions, though different conclusions are possible based upon the framework
from which each researcher operates.
Generalizability assesses the ability to apply the conclusions of the research in
other situations and contexts. In qualitative research, “the researcher typically is not
concerned with broad generalizations of results” (Wiersma and Jurs 216). The focus is on
learning and discovering new phenomena; however, such discovery may then prompt
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quantitative study of the phenomena discovered.
Abbas Tashakkori and Charles Teddlie explore the debates between quantitative
and qualitative researchers. Tashakkori and Teddlie note the debates center on the
internal validity championed by quantitative researchers and external validity advocated
by qualitative researchers (4). Internal validity increases the likelihood of yielding similar
results in other contexts, whereas external validity recognizes accuracy of the analysis
and interpretation, leaving subsequent researchers to determine if the application of the
research to other contexts (Wiersma and Jurs 216). Qualitative and quantitative methods
each have value and offer significant contributions; the method used depends upon the
research problem.
Managing Data
The amount of data generated by a qualitative study may hinder analysis;
however, computer advances have helped qualitative research handle the large volumes
of data often produced in qualitative research. Udo Kelle and Heather Laurie argue
computer programs can improve the validity of qualitative research by accommodating
the data produced by larger sample sizes as well as identifying all relevant information
when proper coding procedures are used (27). Several computer programs exist to
analyze qualitative data. QSR International produces NVivo 7, a computer program
designed for qualitative data analysis. NVivo 7 allows researchers to code and retrieve
data, build theories, and analyze data. Qualitative programs allow researchers to work
with the large amount of data produced in narrative research.
Conclusion
The ancient Church proclaimed Christ through the act of preaching. Peter, Paul,
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and later pastors Irenaeus and Augustine told the story of God active in creation,
redemption, and consummation. Sermons announced the triune God’s activity in creating
the heavens and the earth, and Israel, to be a covenant people. In Jesus Christ, God
overcomes human sin and Israel’s disobedience, re-creating a people in covenantal
relationship to love God and serve him in ministry to the world. Through the Holy Spirit,
God forms a people of faith in Jesus Christ, living faithful lives as a sign of the
consummation when God will bring all things to completion.
The philosophy of postmodernism leads some people to challenge the
effectiveness and even the need for preaching. Opponents to preaching believe younger,
postmodern generations immersed in a media-driven culture do not respond well simply
to oral communication. Other reasons include abusive delivery styles and a limiting effect
on congregational participation as preachers become the center of the worship event.
Leaders within the emerging church movement call for either abandonment of preaching
or for radical reform.
The call to abandon preaching because of abusive deliveries or operational
deficiencies dismisses the positive impact of preaching on the formation of Christian
identity. The New Testament recounts many sermons preached by the followers of Jesus
and by Jesus himself. The call to abandon preaching, while motivated by a valid concern
to nurture people in the Christian faith, denies the biblical foundation for preaching as a
means of forming people in Christian discipleship.
The early Church proclaimed faith in Jesus Christ and sought to order life through
the narrative of Scripture. Acts of worship, including preaching, baptism, and the
Eucharist, proclaimed the narrative of Scripture through celebrating God’s activity in
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creation, redemption, and consummation. Each act of worship enacted and celebrated the
Word; therefore, each act was a visible sign pointing to the world narrated by Scripture.
Worship called people to live in response to God’s call.
The first disciples, ancient pastors, and Protestant reformers preached the biblical
narrative. In biblical narrative preaching, narrative functions theologically rather than
stylistically. Narrative guides the form and the content of the sermon. Theologically,
narrative ensures the biblical constructs of creation, redemption, and consummation guide
the sermon’s development and proclamation. The content preached is the biblical
narrative of God present in the world through Jesus incarnate and the Holy Spirit. Present
in church history across centuries and at work in different culture, biblical narrative
preaching transcends philosophical movements and is not merely a new strategy aimed
primarily at postmodern people.
The early Church developed creeds to help disciples remember the biblical
narrative. Augustine viewed the Old Roman Creed as vital to the process of forming
disciples capable of living faithful lives in the midst of a pluralistic culture. Harmless
notes Augustine’s catechumens did not first hear the Creed until two weeks before Easter
and their baptism though catechumens had heard the content of the Creed through
Augustine’s sermons (274-77). In receiving the Creed and giving back the Creed through
recitation, disciples encountered the schemas that guide faithful discipleship. In a world
largely driven by images instead of words, the Creed functioned as a symbol: pointing
beyond itself to the world narrated by Scripture.
Renewed interest in narrative preaching in the Church is occurring at the same
time the social sciences are experiencing an explosion of research related to narrative and
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human behavior. The disdain for narrative preaching among traditional evangelicals
suggests evangelicals believe stories are for the immature; however, recent social science
research argues otherwise. Narratives shape meaning and meaning shapes behavior. In
relation to educational research, Lyle argues, “If narrative understanding is so central to
meaning-making, its practical application in the classroom needs to be explicated” (55).
With qualification, Lyle’s statement is applicable to preaching. The practical application
concerns the Christian community as opposed to a classroom.
Biblical narrative preaching gives hearers the plot by which their lives find
temporal and eternal meaning. Biblical narrative preaching forms in people the schemas
of creation, redemption, and consummation. Repeatedly encountering these schemas
through sermons, whether explicitly or implicitly, immerses hearers in the biblical story,
forms Christian identity, and guides Christian behavior. Therefore, biblical narrative
preaching influences the formation of Christian identity across the generational spectrum.
This study examined the extent to which biblical narrative preaching and the use of
symbolic communication influence the formation of Christian identity in modern and
postmodern generations
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Research indicates human beings strive to bring coherence to life events through
narrative construction. The Bible uses symbolic language while narrating God’s story of
creation, redemption, and consummation. Historically, the act of preaching involves the
proclamation of the biblical faith, resulting in listeners’ response to become disciples of
Jesus Christ. Modern liberal preaching often places the individual at the center of the
story instead of God. Modern evangelical preaching often reduces the grand narrative of
Scripture to propositions, focuses on rational exposition, and does not engage people
through symbolism. The deficiency of modern preaching adversely affects Christian
formation by making God’s story part of the human experience or by merely reducing a
person’s response to mental assent. Thus, neither liberal nor evangelical preaching
presents the fullness of the biblical narrative, thereby affecting listeners’ abilities to
participate fully in God’s story.
The purpose of the research was to evaluate the impact of biblical narrative
preaching and the use of symbolic language on the formation of Christian identity of
modern and postmodern generations through a twelve-sermon series on the Apostles’
Creed delivered in the Flag Springs United Methodist Church using a phenomenological
research design.
Research Questions
The research questions for this study established the framework for the evaluation
of the sermon series, which utilized biblical narrative preaching and symbolic
communication to proclaim the Christian faith as narrated by the Apostles’ Creed. Three
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research questions guided the project, which examined the participants’ selfunderstanding of the biblical narrative, Christian identity, and personal participation in
God’s redemptive purposes.
Research Question #1
How does biblical narrative preaching affect the formation of Christian identity?
Knowledge alone does not ensure people’s behavior correspond to beliefs.
Research indicates narrative construction is crucial for identity and moral formation.
Analysis focused on changes in the participants’ personal expression of the biblical
narratives to determine if biblical narrative preaching affected belief and behavior.
Research Question #2
How does the use of symbolic communication in the sermon affect people’s
ability to recall sermon elements?
Research indicates human beings use prior experiences to help interpret present
events and future possibilities. The human brain uses imagery to process events and then
organizes them into coherent narratives. Human beings use images of past events to
interpret present experiences. Does the use of visual aids during sermon proclamation
impact hearers’ abilities to recall the sermon weeks later? Symbolic communication
stimulates the senses, and engages imagination and memory, allowing humans to use
prior events to respond to current situations.
Research Question #3
How does age, gender, and the observed results affect participants’ expression of
Christian identity?
Modern and postmodern generations may react differently to biblical narrative
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preaching and symbolic communication. Gender analysis examined the possibility
women and men perceive biblical narrative preaching and symbolic communication
differently regardless of generation.
Design of the Study
The research project employed a qualitative design to examine the participants’
self-perceptions pertaining to their understanding of the biblical narrative, Christian
identity, and their participation in God’s redemptive purposes. Qualitative research
provides the opportunity to explore people’s perspectives on the research subject.
Phenomenological studies use in-depth interviewing to examine the way people attach
meaning to experience. Seidman argues the purpose of in-depth interviewing is “an
interest in understanding the experiences of other people and the meaning they make of
that experience” (3). Open-ended questions guide participants by providing a starting
point but do not limit answers to predetermined outcomes. Thus, participants are free to
express their personal perceptions about the given topic. Narrative researchers argue
narratives are “valuable instruments” because the open-ended freedom of the narrative
process reveals “embedded and tacit assumptions, meanings, reasonings, and patterns of
actions and inaction (Wengraf 116). Further, narrative researchers believe narratives are
more difficult for participants to manipulate (118). The use of narrative interviews offers
the researcher insight into participants’ self-understanding and may yield more
information than traditional quantitative research, which limits participants’ choices.
Seidman cites a review of a narrative research model utilizing “a series of three
separate interviews with each participant (11). The first interview focuses on participants’
life histories related to specific topics. The second interview seeks detailed accounts of
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participants’ present experience related to the topics of study. The third interview asks
participants to reflect on their experience with attention given to changes in awareness
and behavior (11-12). This outline of narrative interviewing offers the ability to assess
changes in expression and behavior related to the formation of Christian identity.
Assessing changes in the formation of Christian identity required significant time
elapse between interviews. I obtained three sets of oral responses from participants.
Participants were interviewed prior to the start of a twelve-part sermon series on the
Apostles’ Creed. Participants were interviewed again following the completion of the
sermon series. The final interview with each participant occurred in a two-week window,
beginning six weeks after the sermon series concluded,
Subjects
A criterion-based sample determined the subjects. Leslie A. Andrews notes that
criterion-based sampling is “useful for quality assurance” purposes. (9). Unlike
quantitative research, sample sizes in qualitative projects are “typically small” (Wiersma
and Jurs 315). The research project included twenty-eight participants chosen by specific
criteria.
Subject Selection
The following criteria determined selection.
Consistent attendance. Participants were ones who consistently attend Flag
Springs United Methodist Church. Attending an average of three out of four Sundays per
month defined consistent attendance.
Participant age. The project included seven people born between 1928 and 1945;
eight people born between 1946 and 1964; nine people born between 1965 and 1981;
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and, six people born between 1982 and 1992. Thus, fifteen subjects were from
generations greatly influenced by modernity (1964 and earlier) while fifteen subjects
were from generations influenced by postmodernity (1965 and later). Age selection
allowed subgroup comparison.
Participant gender. Current church membership is 51 percent female and 49
percent male. The project included fifteen females and thirteen males to foster a strong
comparison according to gender
Participant willingness. The final criterion was a willingness to participate in the
project by listening to the sermons and granting telephone interviews.
Informed Consent
After developing a list of potential participants, I sent a letter of invitation to
everyone on the list. The invitation letter also included an Informed Consent Agreement
form. The form stated the focus of the research and explained the data gathering
procedures. A parent’s signature was required for any participant under age 18. The form
also stated participants could discontinue involvement at any time. People indicated
either a willingness to participate or refusal to participate by filling out and returning the
form to me. Four people refused, so I sent letters to alternates in order to complete the
participant selection process.
A person other than me would conduct the interviews. I pledged not to listen to
the recordings and indicated I would quote from the data anonymously. Using another
person as interviewer and promising not to listen to the recordings addressed the
temptation for people to answer in ways biased towards me as their pastor. People would
not be intimidated by me nor by the thought that I would be hearing the interview, thus
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allowing for responses that were more objective. I ensured participants I would destroy
the recordings following completion of the transcription process. Appendix A includes
the invitation letter, informed consent form, and the initial interview script.
Instrumentation
The project examined transcripts from three sets of oral interviews in which
participants shared their understanding and expression of the Christian faith. Participants
responded to a semi-structured interview process conducted via telephone. The interview
process used researcher-designed open-ended questionnaires.
The pretest interview generated responses from each participant regarding a
personal life history related to the Christian faith. The first round interview sought
responses from two sets of questions designed to establish for each participant a life
history related to the Christian faith. The first set examined demographic data that
divided participants into the preselected groups. Question 1 asked for the participants’
birth date within a range of years corresponding to the classifications of builders,
boomers, busters, and Gen Xers. Question 2 of the first set asked for a brief narrative of
their lives as Christians.
The second set of questions asked for participant responses to sermons and daily
life. The first question (question 3) in this set asked participants to recall a sermon,
preached either by myself or another preacher. Follow-up questions asked for a
description of the sermon and why the participant remembered the sermon. Question 4
asked participants to share what their answers would be if someone asked them about the
beliefs and practices of Christians. Question 5 examined the integration of faith and daily
life by asking participants to share a time when the Christian faith provided guidance in
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making a decision or addressing a situation. Follow-up questions sought more detail
regarding situational specifics, other examples, participant feelings, and actions (see
Appendix A).
According to Seidman, the second interview concentrates on gaining data
regarding “details of the participants’ present experience in the topic of study” (12). The
first posttest interview, following the conclusion of the sermon series, elicited participant
reaction to the sermon series. Using initial analysis from the pretest interview and input
from the research reflection team, I formulated the questions for the second interview.
Question 1 asked participants to indicate the number of sermons heard during the course
of the sermon series, determined by four ranges. Question 2 examined the participants’
familiarity with the Apostles’ Creed. Question 3 investigated the ability of participants to
remember sermons from the sermon series. A follow-up question sought a description of
the sermon. Question 4 reexamined the participants’ ability to articulate their
comprehension of the Christian faith. Question 5 examined the use of symbolism in
recalling specific sermon elements. Question 6 asked participants to describe any effects
the sermon series had on them. Question 7 sought responses regarding integration of the
sermon series into daily life.
Members of the research reflection team indicated many people, not involved as
participants, had been talking about the altar art used during the sermon series. Wiersma
and Jurs note qualitative research often evolves as the project proceeds (201). Arising
from the research reflection team’s observation, Question 8 focused on participants’
conversations related to the sermons and/or visuals used during the sermon series. A
follow-up question asked participants to indicate whether the conversations were with
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family, other attendees, or with people outside Flag Springs UMC (see Appendix B).
The final posttest interview, conducted six to eight weeks after the sermon series
concluded, examined how participants incorporated the sermon series into their
expression of the Christian faith. Question 1 asked the participants to recite the Apostles’
Creed silently. Then the interviewer asked participants to describe the major themes of
the Bible, using the Apostles’ Creed as a guide. Questions 2 and 3 focused on symbolism
and memory recall. Question 4 asked participants to describe the sermon associated with
the symbol remembered. If participants did not remember a particular symbol, the
interviewer asked participants to give a description of any sermon they could remember.
Question 5 asked participants to describe any effect the remembered sermon produced
(see Appendix C).
Interview Pretests
Prior to each round of interview, the research reflection team, which included the
interviewer, discussed the wording of the questions I proposed. Then I discussed the
focus of each interview, the proposed questions, and rationale for the questions with my
faculty mentor. After receiving his approval, I tested each questionnaire prior to the
commencement of the interviews. The transcriber of the interviews, who was not a
member of the research reflection team, interviewed the interviewer. Then the
interviewer practiced by interviewing the transcriber; thus, the interviewer and transcriber
gained experience concerning the process of interviewing as related to interviewer and
respondent.
Reliability and Validity
Qualitative research approaches reliability and validity differently than
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quantitative research. Wiersma and Jurs indicate qualitative research focuses more on
internal reliability and validity rather than external reliability and validity (215). In
qualitative research, internal reliability and validity focus on the analysis and logical
interpretation of the data collected.
Sermon Development
The sermons written and preached on the Apostles’ Creed are included in
Appendix D. My normal practice of sermon preparation includes advanced sermon
planning, organizing thoughts, and reflection upon the chosen text or texts. I wrote the
manuscript for each sermon during the week prior to the Sunday preached, replicating my
normal practice. I sought to ensure the sermons were representative of sermons not
written specifically for inclusion into the project. Appendix E indicates the frequency of
major theological constructs related to biblical narrative preaching in the twelve sermons.
Variables
A qualitative study does not seek causal relationships among variables. The
research project examined participant responses to two variables. The first phenomenon
was the biblical narrative sermon series on the Apostles’ Creed. The practice of
delivering sermons communicating the fullness of Scripture from creation to redemption
to consummation defined biblical narrative preaching. The use of symbolic language
through the incorporation of visual displays was the second variable. For the project, the
use of words providing hearers a multisensory experience through image and memory
recall defined symbolic language. Age and gender were naturalistic variables and
provided comparisons between the subgroups.
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Data Collection
I identified potential participants using the research criteria and then mailed letters
inviting thirty people to participate, each selected to establish a criterion-based sampling.
I sent the letters five weeks prior to beginning the sermon series, and three weeks before
the first round of interviews began. People returned the forms within a week of receiving
the invitation letter. Four people declined, reducing the number to twenty-six. I identified
two alternates, who agreed to participate, bringing the total number of participants in the
study to twenty-eight.
I faced a decision once the dissertation committee recommended telephone
interviews. I have known many of the participants for several years; thus, the possibility
of introducing interviewer bias because of respondents wanting to give favorable answers
concerned me. To guard against such a possibility, I chose another person to be the
interviewer. The choice to use another person also had the potential to introduce
interviewer bias. A complete stranger might yield more objective responses from the
respondents but could also stifle responses. A familiar person could calm nervous
respondents, but might also influence participants to give answers they deem favorable.
Because one participant is a family member of the interviewer, the transcriber
interviewed the participant each time, thereby reducing the possibility of interviewer bias
attributed to family relationship.
Weighing the advantages and disadvantages, I chose a person from the
congregation who would be familiar to the participants, primarily because I believed
participants might not respond with depth and specificity to a total stranger. Wiersma and
Jurs state consistency in the interview process requires interviewers be trained (188).
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Because the person I selected did not have any formal training as an interviewer, I met
with the person to discuss the process of interviewing. We discussed the importance of
establishing a good rapport, following the interview script, and asking follow-up
questions when needed.
The interviewer conducted the interviews via telephone. The interviewer called
each participant and either interviewed the person then or arranged for another time to
conduct the interview. Before each interview, the interviewer asked permission to record
the interview. Wiersma and Jurs note telephone interviews lasting longer than twenty-five
minutes often cause fatigue in the interviewees (191). Therefore, the interview script
limited the number of questions in order to limit the interview time to less than twenty
minutes. The interviewer used a digital voice recorder to record the interviews but also
took notes during the interviews for clarification purposes during the transcription
process.
Following the completion of each round, another person transcribed the
interviews. Over the course of the project, some recordings had interference. The
interviewer and transcriber compared the transcriptions to ensure accuracy of the
transcripts.
The pretest interviews were conducted two weeks prior to the start of the sermon
series. The second interview, encompassing three weeks, began two weeks after the
conclusion of the sermon series. The final round of interviews began six weeks after the
sermon series conclusion. The length of time for the project, including interviews and the
sermon series, was twenty-three weeks, beginning two weeks prior to the sermon series
and concluding eight weeks after the sermon series conclusion.
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Data Analysis
NVivo 7, a qualitative research analysis computer program, aided the data
analysis. NVivo 7 allows researchers to import text documents as sources, attach
documents to subjects or cases, establish attributes for each case, code text, analyze
sources, and use analysis to develop models or theories. NVivo 7 offers researchers the
ability to organize vast amounts of data while being flexible to accommodate the variety
of approaches associated with qualitative research.
Using NVivo 7, I created a case for each participant. Initially, I assigned each
participant to the respective groups of gender, generation, age, and Christian development
(defined by the number of years living as a professing Christian). After completion of the
transcriptions from each round, I imported the Microsoft Word documents into NVivo 7.
I assigned the interviews to the respective case for each participant. The flexibility of the
program allowed viewing the transcripts individually, together as a set for each
participant, or collectively as an entire set of participants.
After viewing the first round of transcripts several times, I began assigning codes
to the data. The initial codes regarding Christian beliefs, sermon recall, and symbolism
continued throughout the project. The number of codes expanded throughout the project
as I analyzed the second and third round transcripts. Additionally, the number of sermons
each participant heard became an attribute, thereby allowing exploration of the
relationship between the number of sermons heard and other coded data.
Once I finished coding the data, I began the in-depth analysis. NVivo 7 allows for
matrix searches, examining the relationship among cases, attributes, and coded data. The
search results yielded descriptive statistics to compare responses by each subgroup of
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participants. Additionally, text searches yielded results related to word frequency.
Finally, Seidman suggests using interview transcripts to create participant profiles as
means of searching for the presence of coherence across the interview process (103).
Therefore, I examined each participant’s three interviews in order to describe and relate
participants’ perceptions of the sermon series project.
Wiersma and Jurs note qualitative projects rely on induction to produce a
descriptive product rather than a statistical result although some statistical procedures
may be used (351). The descriptive statistics generated from the coded data allowed for
subgroup comparison. Thematic studies and participant profiles allowed for the holistic
analysis integral to qualitative research. Because the project was qualitative, conclusions
drawn from the analysis only describe the effect of the particular project and do not make
predictions of similar results in other settings.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
Throughout Church history preaching has played a vital role, along with the
sacraments of baptism and Holy Communion, in calling people to faith in Christ and
forming a people of faith in the image of the triune God. The last two hundred years has
produced varied approaches to preaching. The introduction of new styles, approaches,
experimentation, or theological foundations attempt to guide preachers in fulfilling the
role of proclamation. Each new method or style assumes the result will produce people
called to faith in Christ, thereby creating and nurturing Christian identity. The solemnity
of the preaching task leaves no room for such assumptions. Ancient preachers understood
the necessity of forming people, living in the midst of competing stories, into the image
of Christ by proclaiming the biblical narrative. Preachers today face the same challenge.
The purpose of the research was to evaluate the impact of biblical narrative preaching and
the use of symbolic communication on the formation of Christian identity of modern and
postmodern generations through a twelve-sermon series on the Apostles’ Creed delivered
in the Flag Springs United Methodist Church using a phenomenological research design.
The study utilized a qualitative, phenomenological methodology comprised of
three telephone interviews given to each of the twenty-eight participants. A thematic
examination of the data collected from the semi-structured interviews generated
descriptive statistics, and quotations from the interviews form the analysis of the project.
The qualitative approach allowed participants to describe reactions to the project in their
own words. The participants’ perceptions of biblical narrative preaching and symbolism,
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are valuable in deepening the understanding of the relationship between preaching and
the formation of Christian identity.
Research Questions
Three research questions framed the inquiries developed for the project.
Research Question #1
How does biblical narrative preaching affect the formation of Christian identity?
Research Question #2
How does the use of symbolic communication in the sermon affect people’s
ability to recall sermon elements?
Research Question #3
How does age, gender, and the observed results affect participants’ expression of
Christian identity?
Profiles of Subjects
Twenty-eight people participated in the research project. Participant selection
allowed a criterion-based sampling. The gender breakdown was fifteen females (53.6
percent) and thirteen males (46.4 percent). The modern generations included eight
females (53.3 percent) and seven males (46.7 percent). Postmodern generations included
seven females (53.8 percent) and six males (46.2 percent). Modern and postmodern
generations contained people from different age cohorts. Builders, people born between
1928 and 1945 numbered six (40 percent), and Boomers, born between 1946 and 1964,
numbered nine (60 percent). The postmodern generation included four Busters (31
percent), born between 1965 and 1981, and nine Gen Xers (69 percent), born between
1982 and 1992. Christian development defined the number of years a participant
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indicated living as a professing Christian. Two people (7.1 percent) have been Christian
five years or less. Seven people (25 percent) professed faith in Christ within the past ten
years. One person (3.6 percent) has been Christian between eleven and fifteen years. Four
people (14.3 percent) have been Christian between sixteen and twenty years. Fourteen
participants (50.0 percent) have been Christian more than twenty years.
First Interviews: Focused Life History
The first interview in the project established a focused life history of the
participants’ expression of and involvement in the Christian faith. Demographic data of
age, length of time as a Christian, and personal involvement in the life of the Church
established a context for each participant. In the first round, the question related to the
independent variable of biblical narrative preaching asked participants to respond to a
hypothetical situation in which someone asked questions about the Christian faith,
regarding Christian beliefs and practices (see Appendix B). After reading all the
transcripts, I coded the answers using three categories. “General Beliefs” described
answers with vague references to God and believing and descriptions of practice. “Basic
Christian Beliefs” included references to Jesus Christ and limited doctrinal references.
“Specific Doctrinal Beliefs” indicated answers giving in-depth detail regarding beliefs
and practices.
General Beliefs
The following quotes exemplify the coding for General Beliefs. A few responded
with single sentences. One participant responded in a single sentence: “Christians believe
things should be done the right way.” Another person indicated, “I say they believe in
God.” Others gave longer answers but still lacked specificity:
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What do they believe? I think that we have a life that involves God in
everything that we do. I think we have to trust in Him and go to Him. We
basically give our lives to Him and trust whatever He has in His will.
Surround ourselves with Christians, a good group of friends, and be an
example to others.
I think that is a pretty broad question. Christians have a variety of beliefs,
mainly because they are at different stages in their walk. They have a lot
of different views. I can tell you personally that mine has changed from
being a new Christian to one as I mature in my faith. I think that is
something, too. Things change as we become more mature in our faith and
grow further with Christ; we change in the way we see things. I think it is
a broad question. I think it is a variety.
Answers coded as General Beliefs did not contain any references beyond the common
assumption of belief in God or Christ and did not describe in detail any specifically
Christian practices.
Basic Christian Beliefs
Basic Christian Beliefs characterized answers that provided more specificity
beyond a general belief in God, and may contain minor references to Christian doctrine.
For example, one person replied, “Christians believe that Christ gave everything for the
world and that we should be like Christ.” Another person provided references ot God,
Jesus Christ, and some Christian practices:
Well, as a Christian my beliefs and my faith are based on what we learn
from the Bible and what God sent Jesus to do for us. I guess I base my
belief on that, on just simply being a Christian. So, I guess I would base
my belief on the church and the Bible. Christians practice their beliefs by
going to church and studying more, reading their Bible, by being involved
in church activities, by having church friends, by witnessing, by caring
things with them throughout the week to their jobs or friendships or
anything like that.
Though the person responded with essential references to God and outlined several
practices, the answer did not indicate any doctrinal statements.
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Some participants expressed faith in Jesus Christ’s death and resurrection and a
call to discipleship:
Christians believe that there is a God, Jesus Christ is our Lord and Savior,
and have no doubt of that. The Bible is our guide to live the life that He
wants us to live. I think we practice them, well, I try to practice them, in
the life that I live and how we deal with other people and how we go about
demonstrating to other people. You know, in the service Sunday, the man
that was there talked about three different ways that people witness, and
one was the life that they live. Well, you know, I thought I probably fit
more into that category. Especially, in working with the public, and all the
years that I was in education. I hope that my Christianity showed through
in how I treated people and how I dealt with people.
I guess I would just say that the main thing Christians believe is that Jesus
was Lord and was killed. We are not made perfect but given the ability to
atone for the things that we do. Our track is not the right thing. I guess the
way we practice that is to strive as hard as possible to do better than what
we are. Not mess up as much as we could and, hopefully, attempt to be a
good person.
Though the answers did not contain extensive doctrinal material, by mentioning practices
of the Christian faith, participants indicated an awareness that faith involves action as
well as belief.
Specific Doctrinal Beliefs
Data coded as Specific Doctrinal Beliefs indicated the comprehension of specific
Christian doctrines beyond the crucifixion and resurrection. Answers in this category
included references to eternal life:
Christians believe that Christ died for our sins and rose on the third day
that we can have eternal life with him. He told us to go out and witness to
other people, but we don’t really have to do that by confronting them with
our beliefs, like our actions and our attitudes. And they know something is
different in us and they are going to ask, eventually, because God has his
own time.
One person particularly identified the Apostles’ Creed as a summary of Christian belief:
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To me the Apostle’s Creed is what I as a Christian believe. It completely
sums up my Christian beliefs 100 percent. It is also what I would use as a
guide in witnessing to other people. That is just the one thing that sums up
everything I believe.
Though not mentioning a Christian doctrine by name, nonetheless, by referencing the
Apostles’ Creed, the respondent indicated specific comprehension of what Christians
believe.
Christian Beliefs from First Interviews
The first interview established the context of participants prior to the biblical
narrative sermon series on the Apostles’ Creed. Coding of the data revealed modern and
postmoderns were similar with respect to stating Christian beliefs and practices. Four out
of fifteen moderns (26.7 percent) and four out of thirteen postmoderns (30.8 percent)
gave general answers. Seven moderns (46.7 percent) and six postmoderns (46.2 percent)
cited basic doctrines. Four moderns (26.7 percent) and three postmoderns (23.1 percent)
named doctrines specific to the Christian faith.
Women appeared to articulate Christian beliefs and practices better than men in
the first round. Five out of thirteen males (38.5 percent) while three out of fifteen females
(20 percent) gave vague answers. Six males (46.2 percent) and seven females (46.7
percent) included general doctrinal statements. Two males (15.3 percent) and five
females (33.3 percent) cited specific doctrines and practices.
Postmodern Gen Xers responded with more doctrinal content than any of the
other groups. One out of six Builders (16.7 percent), three out of nine Boomers (33.3
percent), two out of four Busters (50.0 percent), and two out of nine Gen Xers (22.2
percent) gave general answers to Christian beliefs and practices. Three Builders (50.0
percent), four Boomers (44.4 percent), two Busters (50.0 percent), and four Gen Xers
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(44.4 percent) shared basic Christian information. Two Boomers (26.7 percent) and three
Gen Xers (33.3 percent) cited specific doctrinal beliefs.
Comparing answers given to the question of Christian beliefs with the length of
time as Christian yielded interesting results. Four of the seven participants identifying
themselves as Christian between six and ten years (57.1 percent) included basic doctrinal
content in their answers while the other three (42.9 percent) gave specific doctrinal
statements. Four of fourteen people (28.6 percent) indicating being Christian more than
twenty years gave general, non-doctrinal answers. Seven of the fourteen people (50.0
percent) gave basic answers, while three of fourteen (21.4 percent) cited specific
Christian doctrine.
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Table 4.1. Summary of First Round Responses to Christian Beliefs
General
Beliefs
n

%

Basic
Christian
n

%

Specific
Doctrinal
n

%

Moderns
(N=15)

4

26.7

7

46.7

4

26.7

Postmoderns
(N=13)

4

30.8

6

46.2

3

23.1

Males
(N=13)

5

38.5

6

46.2

2

15.3

Females
(N=15)

3

20

7

46.7

5

33.3

Builders
(N=6)

1

16.7

3

50.0

2

33.3

Boomers
(N=9)

3

33.3

4

44.4

2

26.7

Busters
(N=4)

2

50.0

2

50.0

0

---

Gen Xers
(N=9)

2

22.2

4

44.4

3

33.3

0 to 5 years
(N= 2)
6 to 10 years

1

50.0

1

50.0

0

---

0

---

4

57.1

3

42.9

11 to 15
years (N=1)

1

100

0

---

0

---

16 to 20
years (N=4)

2

50.0

1

25.0

1

25.0

> 20 years
(N=14)

4

28.6

7

50.0

3.

21.4

Generation

(N=7)

Sermon Recall
To address the second independent variable, the role of symbolic communication,
questions addressed participants’ abilities to remember a previous sermon. In the first
interview, participants answered questions addressing the ability to recall sermons heard
previously, preached by other preachers or by myself. If participants did remember a
sermon or sermons, the interviewer asked the people to provide as much detail as
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possible. Related to memory recall, participants also responded to questions addressing
the application of the Christian faith in daily life.
Eleven of the twenty-eight participants (39.3 percent) could not recall a specific
sermon prior to the sermon series. Most people answered with brief, one or two
sentences. “I really cannot remember one off the top of my head.” “Nothing is really
coming to mind. I don’t remember a specific sermon, I guess.” One person suggested the
ability to remember but did not cite a specific sermon. “I think different ones hit me for
different reasons. Sometimes, I will be studying something for Sunday school class and
in the sermon, or I think it is just God’s plan that the sermon ties right into what I am
struggling with in that Sunday school lesson.” Because the person did not reference a
particular sermon, I coded the answer as “No Recall.”
Seventeen of the twenty-eight people (60.7 percent) did indicate the ability to
remember particular sermons. In describing the sermon remembered, participants named
themes attached to the sermon remembered. One participant mentioned a sermon on
forgiveness:
I don’t remember how long ago it was, but ever since he done [sic] it, I
think about that sermon every day. He talked about forgiving your
enemies. How you couldn’t expect God to forgive you if you couldn’t
forgive other people.
Another person remembered a sermon on Christian beliefs delivered by another preacher:
He was at the church and said I am going to give you the main Christian
beliefs of the church. He did. I got my Bible out and he actually said the 3
or 4, I believe, main beliefs of the Christian church.
One described a sermon about God’s love. “What he was trying to do more or less was
say how great God’s love is for each of us. The example he used was about a bridge
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operator of a river.” One individual included the date along with a description of
integration:
I remember the sermon that was preached on the twentieth by Billy. May
20, 2007. It touched me because I have been going to two different
churches, and I have noticed how denominations are really trying to say
“Hey, I’m the best one. You should really come to this or you’re not
faithful if you don’t come to everything that we have.” That’s not what
Christ intended for us to be. We need to not focus on his death. We need
to focus on his resurrection and how we should live our lives as examples
for him.
One person provided a thematic comprehension of a recent sermon;
There was one, it was actually not too long ago, it was about making a
foundation for yourself and about having a foundation. What it was all
about was about being firm and on the rock of God and making a
foundation. Once you get that foundation you cannot fall off. God is
always there. He is there to pick you up. He is there to hold you up while
you are in the world. I think I remember that because that is the basis of
what a Christian life should be, a foundation with God. When you have
that foundation, you are strong and you, even if you do falter, he is always
there to pick you back up and to go on.
Participants’ ability to recall sermons ranged from no recall of a particular sermon to
naming the specific date of the sermon and a description of the sermon’s theme.
Men and women responded similarly to sermon recall in the first round. Six of the
fifteen women (40.0 percent) could not remember a sermon compared to five of the
thirteen men (38.5 percent). Age cohort analysis revealed a variety of responses. Only
two of six Builders (33.3 percent) remembered a sermon. Three of six Boomers (50.0
percent) remembered a sermon, and two of the four Busters (50.0 percent) remembered a
sermon. The Gen Xers displayed the most ability to recall of any age cohort. Seven of the
nine Gen Xers (77.8 percent) remembered a particular sermon. An analysis of sermon
recall and length of time as Christian yielded mixed results. The participants identified as
Christian less than five years did not recall a particular sermon. Five of the six
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participants identified as Christian between six and ten years (83.3 percent) recalled a
sermon, as did the one person Christian between eleven and fifteen years. Two of the four
Christians between sixteen and twenty years (50.0 percent) remembered a sermon while
eight of the fourteen Christian for more than twenty years (57.1 percent) cited a particular
sermon.

Table 4.2. First Round Sermon Recall
Subgroup
Moderns
(N=15)
Postmoderns
(N=13)
Females
(N=15)
Males
(N=13)
Builders
(N=6)
Boomers
(N=9)
Busters
(N=4)
Gen Xers
(N=9)
< 5 years
(N=2)
6 to 10 years
(N=7)
11 to 15 years
(N=1)
16 to 20 years
(N=4)
> 20 years
(N=14)

Sermon
No Recall
n
7

46.7

Sermon
Yes Recall
n
8

53.3

4

30.8

9

69.1

6

40.0

9

60.0

5

38.5

8

61.5

4

66.6

2

33.3

3

33.3

6

66.6

2

50.0

2

50.0

2

22.2

7

77.8

2

100.0

0

---

1

14.3

6

85.7

0

---

1

100.0

2

50.0

2

50.0

6

42.9

8

57.1

%

%

Symbolism
Eight of the seventeen people who remembered a sermon (47.1 percent) gave
responses referenced symbolism or illustrations used by the preacher who delivered the
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sermon. One person remembered a sermon using an illustration of devastation from war:
“He was talking about cities that were bombed and some cities that were not bombed
because they were fogged in. Just his presentation of that and his description of fate and
chance for some reason was very powerful.” Another participant remembered a sermon I
preached seven years earlier:
It’s very elementary, but I remember when Billy first came and he took the
shredder up to the front at the altar and told us to write down a sin and told
us to write it on a piece of paper and then we took it to the altar and put it
in the shred box. [Why do you think you remember that?] I guess because
it was so simple. Sometimes the children’s sermons reach me more than
the adult ones, I think. No, it’s the visual stuff, I know, because I have
discussed that with Billy before. I like the visual.
One person remembered the sermon because of an illustration but then named the theme
of the sermon:
He gave a sermon several years ago about gun control. The fact that it
wasn’t the gun that was the instrument but it was the heart of the person.
That one has always really stood out in my mind because so many things
that we experience in life can be attributed to a physical thing but if you
really look closer at it, it’s all attributed to the heart of the person
involved, and to me that is a profound thing for me.
Another cited a sermon addressing the congregation’s response to controversies in the
United Methodist Church: “The theme of which was stay on the boat. It had to do, I am
sure, with the current struggle, current problems being faced in Methodism and the
tendency of some congregations to try to leave the denomination.” One person responded
with a sermon in which the preacher made a comparison between faith and the
temperature of coffee at Waffle House and Starbucks:
I heard one and in it, the preacher compared Starbucks and Christianity. I
think what made me remember it was I had no clue how you could
combine Starbucks and Christianity together. He talked about how at
Waffle House they refill you all the time with your coffee, but at
Starbucks you just get it and it may get lukewarm. When you are
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lukewarm it’s not as easy to share your faith because people want what is
hot, like Waffle House. They are always staying warm, and it’s sharing to
others. He had a coffee cup that he used in the illustration.
Symbolism and illustrations allowed people to recall sermons heard previously,
sometimes years earlier.
Of the eight who recalled a sermon and who cited illustrative or symbolic
material, four were females (50.0 percent) and four were males (50.0 percent). Five of the
eight were moderns (62.5 percent) and three were postmoderns (37.5 percent). Those
remembering symbolism had been Christian either six to ten years or greater than twenty
years. Three of the eight people (37.5 percent) remembering illustrative or symbolic
references have been Christian six to ten years, while five of the eight (62.5 percent) have
been Christian more than twenty years.

Table 4.3. First Round Symbolism Recall (N=8)
Subgroup

n

%

Males

4

50.0

Females

4

50.0

Moderns

5

62.5

Postmoderns

3

37.5

Builders

1

12.5

Boomers

4

50.0

Gen Xers

3

37.5

Christian 6-10 years

3

37.5

Christian > 20 years

5

62.5
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Second Interviews: Details of the Experience
The second interview focused on participant details from experiencing the biblical
narrative preaching sermon series on the Apostles’ Creed. Questions in the second
interview included similar questions related to Christian beliefs, sermon recall,
symbolism, and life integration asked in the first round. Additional questions focused on
familiarity with the Apostles’ Creed, number of sermons heard, and conversations about
the sermons (see Appendix C).
Christian Beliefs from Second Interviews
All of the modern generation participants were familiar with the Apostles’ Creed.
Seven out of fifteen (46.7 percent) were somewhat familiar; eight of the fifteen (53.3
percent) were very familiar. Postmodern generation participants were less familiar with
the Apostles’ Creed. Seven of the thirteen (53.8 percent) reported no familiarity with the
Creed. Four of the thirteen (30.8 percent) were somewhat familiar with the Creed while
only two of the thirteen (15.4 percent) reported being very familiar with the Creed.
During the second interview, participants were asked again to provide a
description of the beliefs and practices of a Christian (see Appendix C). Responses from
the second round indicate the participants incorporated more detail into their answers.
The presence of doctrinal content increased, also.
Answers coded as general beliefs varied little in content or specificity from the
first round. From the first round one person gave a brief, personal response:
I believe that Christians believe in God and they try to live like they
believe in God. They try to be examples. I don’t push my faith on people. I
just try to make them know by my actions that I am a Christian.
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A second round response from another participant illustrates a general response: “Well, I
think there are a lot of fair-weathered Christians that practice their Christianity one day a
week and then there are extremes between each end there. That’s the first thought that
came to my mind.”
Responses from the second round coded as Basic Christian Beliefs shared some
content of the Christian faith. One respondent in the second round said, “Well, at first
they have to believe in Jesus Christ and from that point on you have to live the best you
can. The way that Christ described.” Another person answered, “I would say that
Christians believe there is a loving God that loves them and provides for them and will
definitely take care of them, and is available anytime for their forgiveness and offers
them a place.” Still another person responded, “Christians have an unshaken faith in God
and Jesus Christ.” One person summarized Christian beliefs and practices: “You have to
have a personal relationship with Jesus Christ to get to heaven. That’s pretty much the
basis of it.” Some of the participants distinguished between general religious beliefs by
emphasizing the importance of Jesus Christ.
Some answers indicated the presence of references to the death or resurrection of
Jesus. One second round respondent replied, “What our belief is? God sent Jesus here to
forgive us, to die for us so we could be forgiven. He is the Son of God.” Others added
more specificity but did not go beyond the death and resurrection of Christ. For instance,
one participant indicated, “They believe that Jesus died for them first of all and that we
have a close relationship with God. That He is there for us to help us. We are supposed to
serve Him and do His will.” Another person referenced the crucifixion and resurrection
and interpersonal relationships:
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I think they believe that Jesus Christ lived on earth. He died for our sins
and rose just like the Apostle’s Creed says so. I think that He came to
teach us that we needed to be good and treat people fairly and aspire to
something outside of our own selves.
Basic Christian beliefs included crucifixion, resurrection, or service to others, but did not
include conversation about doctrines of ascension, everlasting life, or the resurrection of
the body.
Specific Doctrinal Beliefs indicated content beyond the death and resurrection of
Jesus Christ. One person referenced Jesus’ ascension:
They believe in Jesus that He died for our sins and rose again. They
believe in that. The third day he rose again from the dead and He ascended
into heaven. What Christians believe is actually all in the Apostle’s Creed.
Another respondent said, “Christians believe that God is the Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit. Through Jesus, God did come to earth and save us from our sins.” One person
directly equated the Creed with guiding Christian belief:
I would go through what the creed says. Believe in Jesus Christ. Believe in
God the Father and Jesus Christ and what He did through His death and
resurrection. Your hope for your future. All the things that that creed says.
The people that wrote it, they took it straight out of the Bible.
Answers coded as Specific Doctrinal Beliefs from the second round interview conducted
after the conclusion of the sermon series contained more doctrinal material.
As with the first round interviews, moderns and postmoderns were similar in their
responses to Christian beliefs and practices. One of fifteen moderns (6.7 percent)
answered with general beliefs whereas no postmodern gave a general answer. Ten of
fifteen moderns (66.7 percent) and nine of thirteen postmoderns (69.2 percent) gave
answers containing general doctrinal statements. Four moderns (26.7 percent) and four
postmoderns (30.8 percent) cited specific doctrines.
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Compared to the first round, three more people from the modern generations
responded with basic doctrinal content. Three more postmoderns provide answers with
basic doctrinal content. One more postmodern gave a specific doctrinal response.
Gender comparison showed similar responses between men and women. One
male of thirteen (7.6 percent) compared to zero females gave a general answer to
Christian beliefs. Seven males (53.8 percent) and twelve females (80 percent) furnished
answers with basic doctrinal content. Five males (38.5 percent) and three females (20
percent) indicated specific doctrinal content.
Postmodern Gen Xers gave more answers with specific doctrinal content than any
other group. Busters gave no answers with specific doctrinal content. Three of six
Builders (50.0 percent), seven of nine Boomers (77.8 percent), four of four Busters
(100.0 percent), and five of nine Gen Xers (55.6 percent) gave included general doctrinal
content in their answers to the questions regarding Christian faith and practice. Three
Builders (50.0 percent), one Boomer (11.1 percent), and four of nine Gen Xers (44.4
percent) cited specific doctrinal content.
Most answers, regardless of length of time as a Christian, contained more biblical
content in the second round. In the first round, eight of the twenty-eight participants (28.6
percent) gave answers coded as General Beliefs. In the second round, only one of the
twenty-eight (3.6 percent) gave an answer coded as “General Beliefs.” In the first round,
thirteen of the twenty-eight participants (46.4 percent) provided answers coded as Basic
Doctrinal Beliefs. In the second round, nineteen of twenty-eight (67.9 percent) gave
answers containing basic biblical content. Specific content increased by one in the second
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round, eight of the twenty-eight (28.6 percent) versus seven of twenty-eight (25 percent)
in the first round.
In the second round, participants were asked to indicate the number of sermons of
the twelve they heard, in a range of one to three, four to six, seven to nine, or ten to
twelve. Two people heard one to three sermons, seven people heard four to six sermons,
and seven people heard seven to nine sermons, while twelve people heard ten to twelve
sermons. The number of sermons heard appeared to impact the ability to describe
Christian beliefs using specific doctrinal material. Two of seven people (28.5 percent)
who heard between seven to nine sermons cited specific doctrinal material. Five of the
twelve (41.7 percent) who heard ten to twelve sermons gave specific answers when
describing Christian beliefs. Seven of the nineteen participants (36.8 percent) who heard
at least seven sermons cited specific doctrinal material when answering the question on
Christian beliefs.
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Table 4.4. Summary of Second Round Responses to Christian Beliefs
General
Beliefs
N
1

Postmoderns
(N=13)
Males
(N=13)
Females
(N=15)
Builders
(N=6)
Boomers
(N=9)
Busters
(N=4)
Gen Xers
(N=9)
0 to 5 years
(N= 2)
6 to 10 years
(N=7)
11 to 15 years
(N=1)
16 to 20 years
(N=4)
> 20 years
(N=14)
1 to 3 Sermons
(N=2)
4 to 6 Sermons
(N=7)
7 to 9 Sermons
(N=7)
10 to 12
Sermons
(N=12)

Subgroup
Moderns
(N=15)

6.7

Basic
Christian
n
10

66.7

Specific
Doctrinal
n
4

26.7

0

0

9

69.2

4

30.8

1

7.6

7

53.8

5

38.5

0

0.0

12

80.0

3

20.0

0

---

3

50.0

3

50.0

1

11.1

7

77.8

1

11.1

0

---

4

100.0

---

---

0

---

5

55.6

4

44.4

0

---

1

50.0

1

50.0

0

---

4

57.1

3

42.9

0

---

1

100

0

---

1

25.0

3

75.0

0

---

0

---

10

71.4

4

28.6

0

---

1

50.0

1

50.0

1

14.3

6

85.7

0

---

0

---

5

71.4

2

28.6

0

---

7

58.3

5

41.7

%

%

%

Sermon Recall
Sermon recall increased marginally in the second round of interviews. Nineteen of
twenty-eight people (67.9 percent) recalled a particular sermon, up from the seventeen of
twenty-eight (60.1 percent) in the first round. Those who could not remember gave brief
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answers. “None really stand out. I do remember him breaking it down. Not one stood out
more than another, no.” “No, they were all pretty good. From the ones I heard, I got
something out of all of them. I cannot remember a particular sermon.” “I had some things
written down, but now I don’t have it with me. Let me think. I’m not sure at this time. It’s
not coming to me.” When asked, one-third of the participants could not remember a
particular sermon.
The people who did remember sermons offered details on the sermon or sermons
remembered:
One that did stand out to me was the one where he talked about the holy
catholic church and how the catholic is not capitalized. That just stood out
to me in how people were offended by that, but people were offended by it
because they were Catholic, but I know what that catholic means and
that’s why it stood out to me. And I was shocked that people were
offended by the word catholic.
The one that stands out to me off the top of my head would be the one that
talked about the holy catholic church because I personally did not know
that catholic didn’t just mean Catholic. It also meant universal. That stood
out to me more because it was something out of the common knowledge.
I think the one to me that stood out was the one dealing with the Holy
Spirit. I think maybe I have a harder time dealing with that concept. I have
always liked learning more about the Holy Spirit. I am trying to
remember. Do I need my notes, because I took notes? I don’t remember
anything word for word.… I just remember that when I finished hearing it
I thought, “Oh, I have a better understanding now than what I had before.”
The sermon that was preached the day we had communion stands out and
when I took communion that day it was just like everything just fell into
place, and I really thought that to me that was the sermon that stood out. It
seemed to me that the communion sermon to me was a proclamation of
everything that was said during the whole sermon series. That is why it
stands out.
I particularly liked the one when he talked about Jesus descended into hell.
Now that was not part of any Apostle’s Creed that I ever heard or
repeated. It was new to me and so that one sermon was very interesting to
me. The main thing was that He went into hell supposedly to go to the
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bottom side of our beliefs and then came out and went to heaven, the
upper side of our beliefs.
Though sermon recall increased slightly in the second round, participants provided more
detailed descriptions of the sermon remembered.
More modern participants remembered sermons than did the postmoderns: eleven
of the fifteen moderns (73.3 percent) remembered sermons compared to eight of the
thirteen postmoderns (61.5 percent). Women recalled sermons more than men: thirteen of
the fifteen women (86.7 percent) recalled a sermon compared to six of the thirteen men
(46.2 percent). Boomers and Gen Xers remembered sermons more than Builders or
Busters. In the Boomers and Gen Xers, seven of the nine people in each group (77.7
percent) remembered a sermon. Builders were the next highest in percentage of sermon
recall; four of the six Builders (66.7 percent) remembered a sermon. Busters were last in
recollecting sermons; one of four Busters (25 percent) evoked memories of a sermon
from the sermon series. The number of sermons heard impacted sermon recall. Most
interestingly, everyone who heard between seven and nine sermons demonstrated the
ability to recall a sermon while nine of the twelve people (75 percent) who heard between
ten and twelve sermons demonstrated sermon recall. Fewer sermons heard yielded lower
results: one of the two people (50.0 percent) who heard just one to three sermons
remembered a sermon while just two of the seven people (28.6 percent) who heard
between four and six sermons demonstrated sermon recall. Christian development
yielded mixed results (see Table 4.5).
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Table 4.5 Second Round Sermon Recall
Subgroup
Moderns
(N=15)
Postmoderns
(N=13)
Females
(N=15)
Males
(N=13)
Builders
(N=6)
Boomers
(N=9)
Busters
(N=4)
Gen Xers
(N=9)
< 5 years
(N=2)
6 to 10 years
(N=7)
11 to 15 years
(N=1)
16 to 20 years
(N=4)
> 20 years
(N=14)
1 to 3 Sermons
(N=2)
4 to 6 Sermons
(N=7)
7 to 9 Sermons
(N=7)
10 to 12
Sermons
(N=12)

Sermon
No Recall
n
4

26.7

Sermon
Yes Recall
n
11

73.3

5

38.5

8

61.5

2

13.3

13

86.7

7

53.8

6

46.2

2

33.3

4

66.7

2

22.2

7

77.8

3

75.0

1

25.0

2

22.2

7

77.8

0

---

2

100.0

2

28.6

5

71.4

0

---

1

100.0

3

75.0

1

25.0

4

28.6

10

71.4

1

50.0

1

50.0

5

71.4

2

28.6

0

---

7

100.0

3

25.0

9

75.0

%

%

Symbolism
The majority of the participants remembered symbolism from the sermon series.
Of the twenty-eight people, twenty-two (78.5 percent) remembered symbolism used
during the sermon series. More postmoderns, five of the thirteen (38.5 percent) did not
remember symbolism, as opposed to the one of the fifteen moderns (6.7 percent).
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People who did remember symbolism offered varying degrees of detail. Some
responded with very brief detail. “I remember the one about the hand, right hand of God
the Father Almighty.” “Yes, I remember the last one—the chair.” “I remember the
butterflies for the new creation.”
Others offered more detail of the symbolism used in the sermon series:
The last one did. The last one I really enjoyed. Once again his symbolism,
he had the throne, he had the river, he had the tree of life. The lights were
turned down. It was peaceful. It was serene. Just the atmosphere during
the sermon made the sermon very enjoyable and meaningful to me as he
was summarizing at the very end of it. I think probably the last one meant
more to me than anything.
There was one, I really liked this one, it was about Christmas and
celebrating it now—in July. That one really stuck out. The symbolism that
he had with it on the table helped a lot because I am a visual person and
when I think back I imagine the church with the butterflies and the new
creation sermon. I can remember that. It helped a lot.
I remember the last one was very memorable. Where it had the chair and
the bird bath—what heaven looks like and how he tried to display that.
That particular one was talking about life everlasting and that was what he
was trying to depict was the eternal life that we are going to have in
heaven.
Regardless of the amount of detail provided, most post people remembering the
symbolism remembered the theme of the sermon associated with the symbolism.
The modern generation, people who heard the most sermons, people Christian
more than twenty years remembered the symbolism more than the postmodern generation
and people who heard fewer sermons. Of the modern generation participants, fourteen of
the fifteen (93.3 percent) described symbolism used in the sermon series whereas eight of
the thirteen postmoderns (61.5 percent) remembered symbolism. As the number of
sermons heard increased, the number of people remembering sermons increased: Six of
the seven people (85.7 percent) who heard seven to nine sermons provided details of the
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symbolism while eleven of the twelve people (91.7 percent) who heard between ten and
twelve sermons described symbolism. People identifying themselves as Christian the
longest also remembered the symbolism: Twelve of the fourteen people (85.7 percent)
who indicated being Christian more than twenty years described symbolism associated
with the sermon series (see Table 4.6).
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Table 4.6 Second Round Symbolism Recall
Symbolism
No Recall
n

%

Symbolism
Yes Recall
n

%

1

6.7

14

93.3

5

38.5

8

61.5

3

20.0

12

80.0

3

23.1

10

76.9

0

---

6

100

1

11.1

8

88.9

2

50.0

2

50.0

3

33.3

6

66.7

1

50.0

1

50.0

6 to 10 years
(N=7)

2

28.6

5

71.4

11 to 15 years
(N=1)

0

---

1

100

1

25.0

3

75.0

2

14.3

12

85.7

1 to 3 Sermons
(N=2)

2

100.0

0

4 to 6 Sermons
(N=7)

2

28.6

5

71.4

7 to 9 Sermons
(N=7)

1

14.3

6

85.7

10 to 12 Sermons
(N=12)

1

8.3

11

91.7

Subgroup
Moderns
(N=15)
Postmoderns
(N=13)
Females
(N=15)
Males
(N=13)
Builders
(N=6)
Boomers
(N=9)
Busters
(N=4)
Gen Xers
(N=9)
< 5 years
(N=2)

16 to 20 years
(N=4)
> 20 years
(N=14)

---
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Sermon Effect
The second round interview asked participants to share how the sermons affected
their knowledge of the Christian faith. A person responded, “It has affected my
knowledge by showing me that what we believe is all in the Apostle’s Creed. It tells us
everything. It tells us what we believe in.” One person indicated a shift in understanding
the encompassing nature of the Creed:
Well, it helped me a lot because like I say I had always had a basic
understanding of Christian religion and it all ties back. The Apostle’s
Creed really tells the whole story—beginning to the end. How God created
Jesus and he died for our sins, and if we do as we should being Christians
then there is a place for us to go.
Another person indicated an association between Christian beliefs and scriptural
references. “It has really changed what I knew about it a whole lot because a lot of it
what I was brought up being taught. I didn’t learn that much that was necessarily new. It
did just reaffirm and to learn where some of it came from in actual scriptural references.”
One person identified the Creed as a guide in preparing one to share the faith:
I think when people, maybe not every day, but when we get asked what
we believe. I think that is why the Apostle’s Creed is important. From my
perspective, it allows us as Christians to know specifically in detail what
we as Christians are to believe.
In all, twenty-six of the twenty-eight respondents (92.6 percent) indicated the sermon
series affected their comprehension of the Christian faith. One modern and one
postmodern indicated no effect on their comprehension of the Christian faith.
Third Interviews: Reflection on the Experience
The third round interviews guided participants in reflecting on the experience of
the twelve-sermon series on the Apostles’ Creed. Questions asked of the participants
probed the integration of preaching and daily life. The primary areas examined were the
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ability to articulate the Christian faith as narrated by the Apostles’ Creed and the
connection between sermon recall and symbolism. The participants had the opportunity
to indicate any integration of faith and practice into daily life.
Third Round Christian Beliefs
In the third round, participants responded to a question designed to probe their
apprehension of the Creed as a guide to how Christians express their faith. After reciting
the Creed, participants were asked to describe the major themes of the Bible. I coded the
answers using the same codes for Christian beliefs used in the first two rounds. More
answers in the third round contained specific doctrinal content than either the first or
second rounds. One person indicated the inability to remember anything at the moment of
the interview.
Only one of the participants gave a response coded in the General Belief category.
The person could not cite any specific biblical content other than a reference to Adam
and Eve but made no connection to the biblical narrative. Twenty-six participants gave
responses coded as either Basic Christian Beliefs or Specific Doctrinal Beliefs
Consistent with the first and second rounds, answers coded as Basic Christian
Beliefs contained content related to simple discipleship, the death of Christ, or his
resurrection. As an example, one person’s response related to the personal implications of
the birth, death, and resurrection of Jesus:
Okay. Oh my word. I don’t know how to answer that question. Let’s see—
major themes—I guess would be the birth of Jesus, the death of Jesus, and
the purpose of his life and the direction that we need to take for living and
what we should expect of our consequences from sin, what we would
expect if we live a life according to the way we are supposed to.
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Another respondent answered, “That there is a God in heaven that rules everything that
goes on in heaven and on earth. That He did send Jesus, his son, to take our place. We as
the church are his, too.” After the third round, people still limited Christian beliefs to
Jesus’ death and resurrection and minimal expressions of discipleship.
The third round answers, coded as Specific Doctrinal Beliefs, contained more
doctrinal content than answers from the first and second round, while participants also
gave answers revealing personal comprehension of the Creed’s formative aspects:
I believe in God, the Father almighty and his Son, Jesus Christ. Then it
talks about Jesus and his life and his death and his resurrection. Then it
goes on to talk about the Trinity and the other things like life eternal. If I
believe in these things, then I shall have life eternal. That is the jest of it
for me, and it talks about all of the different things that I believe when I
recite it. What I believe as a Christian. The things I believe being who God
is, who Jesus is, who the Holy Spirit is, and my relation with them and
what I believe.
As it relates to the Apostle’s Creed? I believe in God the Father almighty
maker of heaven and earth. I believe in the holy catholic church,
communion of saints. It seems like it is twofold. One is of God’s great
love for us by allowing Jesus to die, but the other is us being willing to
believe that there is a God. Back then when they could touch Jesus and see
Jesus maybe it was a little easier, I don’t know, but for us it is sight
unseen. We have to have a belief in a God that we have never really seen
physically. For me it would be a twofold thing: God’s love for us and him
asking us to belief in faith the things that he does and has done for us.
I believe in God the Father almighty and that is the way the Bible starts
with the Father, the maker of heaven and earth. He made the heavens and
the earth. As it evolved he gave us Jesus to save us from our sins. God
created Jesus and he was born of the virgin Mary. Mary was God’s tool
that he gave Jesus to us. He was crucified, dead, and buried, which is the
reason God gave us Jesus, so that he would die for our sins and give
everybody the opportunity to be saved. He suffered and sometimes we
have to suffer. He arose from the dead, that shows me that no matter how
down we get we can arise back from it. He descended to hell; we all go to
the lower depths in life. He ascended into heaven and God gave Jesus to
us that one day we can ascend to heaven as well. We are promised that if
we do what we need to do we will be up there sitting with him one day.
Judgment day is coming and we will be accountable for what we do. I
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believe in the Holy Spirit; we all believe in God the Father, Son, and the
Holy Ghost. Holy catholic Church signifies the makeup of the body of
Christ as the one church. We should commune with other saints. If you
believe in God and ask for forgiveness and truly are repenting, that you
can get into heaven. Basically, the Bible teaches that through the Old and
New Testament that if we believe in God and do God’s business we will
get to heaven. As Christians we believe that he died and rose again to save
us from our sins and that’s what we rely on when times get tough. We
have the assurance that he will forgive us for our sins and we have a place
to go, we have heaven to go to. That will be a much better place than we
are in now.
Ok, I guess when I think of the Apostle’s Creed I don’t know if I have the
whole thing memorized, but I guess the virgin Mary, Jesus birth, then into
believing the Son, the Holy Ghost or Spirit, Jesus dying on the cross and
ascending into heaven, sitting at the right hand. Basically, the main chunk
of the second testament of the Bible. What are our main beliefs from the
Bible? Not necessarily the little stories of faith but the big ones of Jesus
being born of Mary, dying on the cross for us, and going to heaven. What
our beliefs in that are and what gets us to heaven.
In the third round, the majority of participants, when using the Creed as a guide,
articulated Christian beliefs with more clarity, and some offered allusions to interpreting
daily life through Christian beliefs.
Modern and postmodern generations improved in the ability to articulate Christian
beliefs. One of fifteen moderns (6.7 percent) could not offer any Christian belief. One of
thirteen postmoderns (7.8 percent) gave answers coded as General Beliefs. Three of
fifteen moderns (20.0 percent) and four of thirteen postmoderns (30.7 percent) gave Basic
Doctrinal Beliefs. Eleven of the fifteen moderns (73.3 percent) and eight of the thirteen
postmoderns (61.5 percent) cited material code as Specific Doctrinal Beliefs.
Gender comparison showed improvements for both men and women. Eight of the
thirteen men (61.5 percent) and eleven of the fifteen women (73.3 percent) gave specific
answers. Four of the thirteen men (30.8 percent) and three of the fifteen women (20.0
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percent) gave basic answers. One male did not give an answer with any biblical content
or reference (7.7 percent) while one female gave a general answer (6.7 percent).
Age cohort comparison yielded an interesting observation. Every cohort, with the
exception of the Buster cohort, observed an increase in the number of respondents giving
specific doctrinal content. Five of the six builders (83.3 percent) provided specific
answers while one of the six (16.7 percent) could not answer the question. Six of the nine
Boomers (66.7 percent) offered specific answers; three of the Boomers (33.3 percent)
gave basic answers. Three of the four Busters (75 percent) gave basic answers while one
of the four (25 percent) gave a general response. Eight of the nine Gen Xers (88.9
percent) cited specific beliefs and one of the nine (11.1 percent) gave a basic answer.
Most of the respondents provided specific responses regardless of the length of
time described as a Christian. One of the two respondents identifying themselves as
Christian less than five years (50.0 percent) provided a specific response while the other
provided a general response. Of the participants identifying length of time as Christian
between six and ten years, six of the seven (85.7 percent) gave specific answers with the
other person (14.3 percent) giving a basic response. The one participant identified as
Christian between eleven and fifteen years (100 percent) gave a specific response. Three
of the four identified as Christian between sixteen and twenty years (75 percent) provided
basic responses while the other (25 percent) gave a specific response. Ten of the fourteen
identified as Christian more than twenty years (71.4 percent) presented specific
responses; three of the fourteen (21.4 percent) gave basic responses, and the other person
(7.1 percent) gave no answer.
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The majority of specific responses came from those participants who heard more
sermons. People who heard between ten and twelve of the sermons gave ten of the
nineteen specific responses. One of the two people who heard one to three sermons (50.0
percent) gave a specific response while the other person (50.0 percent) gave a basic
response. Four of the seven people who heard between four and six sermons (57.1
percent) provided specific answers while three of the seven (42.9 percent) gave basic
answers. Four of the seven participants who heard between seven and nine sermons (57.1
percent) presented specific answers; three of the seven (28.6 percent) gave basic answers.
Ten of the twelve people who heard between ten and twelve sermons (83.3 percent) cited
specific beliefs; one of the twelve (8.3 percent) provided a basic response. The other
person (8.3 percent) could not answer the question during the interview (see Table 4.7).
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Table 4.7. Summary of Third Round Responses to Christian Beliefs
Subgroup
Moderns
(N=15)
Postmoderns
(N=13)
Males
(N=13)
Females
(N=15)
Builders
(N=6)
Boomers
(N=9)
Busters
(N=4)
Gen Xers
(N=9)
0 to 5 years
(N=2)
6 to 10 years
(N=7)
11 to 15 years
(N=1)
16 to 20 years
(N=4)
> 20 years
(N=14)
1 to 3 Sermons
(N=2)
4 to 6 Sermons
(N=7)
7 to 9 Sermons
(N=7)
10 to 12
Sermons
(N=12)

6.7

General
Beliefs
n
0

---

Basic
Christian
n
3

20.0

Specific
Doctrinal
n
11

73.3

0

---

1

7.7

4

30.8

8

61.5

1

7.7

0

---

4

30.8

8

61.5

0

---

1

6.7

3

20.0

11

73.3

1

16.7

0

---

0

---

5

83.3

0

---

0

---

3

33.3

6

66.7

0

---

1

25.0

3

75.0

0

---

0

---

0

---

1

11.1

8

88.9

0

---

1

50.0

0

---

1

50.0

0

---

0

---

1

14.3

6

85.7

0

---

0

---

0

---

1

100.0

0

---

0

---

3

75.0

1

25.0

1

7.0

0

---

10

71.4

3

21.4

0

---

0

---

1

50.0

1

50.0

0

---

0

---

3

42.9

4

57.3

0

---

0

---

3

42.9

4

57.3

1

8.3

0

---

1

8.3

10

83.3

None
n

%

1

%

%

%

Sermon Recall
Six to nine weeks after the sermon series conclusion, twenty of the twenty-eight
people (71.4 percent) recalled at least one sermon preached during the season. Compared
to the details given by participants in the second round, most descriptions were briefer,
but still indicated the sermon theme. Several referenced the sermon on resurrection:
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I am trying to remember, but I am drawing a blank. The butterflies I
assume had something to do with transformation and the resurrection. I am
not a 100 percent sure though.
Well, it’s like I said the butterflies meaning resurrection. That is our proof
that we are going to be free because Jesus has shown us the way we are to
follow. They symbolize resurrection and that means to me that Jesus has
shown us the way that we are to follow.
The butterfly related to rebirth, and when I think of my faith through Jesus
Christ I am free.
One person described two sermons: “The one about the butterflies was the rebirth. The
one about the chair was about Revelation and going to heaven. It was portraying sitting at
the right hand of God the Father Almighty.”
In the third round, nine of the thirteen males (69.2 percent) remembered a sermon,
compared to the second round, when only six of the thirteen males (46.2 percent)
remembered a particular sermon. While the number of men recalling a sermon increased
from the second to third rounds, the number of women remembering a sermon decreased:
eleven of the fifteen (73.3 percent) women in the third round recalled a particular sermon,
down from thirteen of fifteen (86.7 percent). Moderns remembered sermons at a greater
percentage than did postmoderns: twelve of the fifteen moderns (80.0 percent) recalled a
sermon compared to eight of the thirteen postmoderns (61.5 percent). As a group,
Builders had the highest percentage of sermon recall: five of the six Builders (83.3
percent) remembered a sermon, while seven of the nine Boomers (77.8 percent) and Gen
Xers (77.8 percent) recalled a sermon. Only one of the four Busters (25 percent) recalled
as sermon.
The number of sermons heard and length of time as a Christian corresponded to
the indication of sermon recall. As the number of sermons heard increased, so did the

Jarrett 111
ability to name or describe a particular sermon, with those hearing the most sermons
demonstrating the most recall: nine of the twelve people (75.0 percent) who heard
between ten and twelve sermons indicated the ability to remember a particular sermon
(see Table 4.8).

Table 4.8. Third Round Sermon Recall
Subgroup
Moderns
(N=15)
Postmoderns
(N=13)
Females
(N=15)
Males
(N=13)
Builders
(N=6)
Boomers
(N=9)
Busters
(N=4)
Gen Xers
(N=9)
< 5 years
(N=2)
6 to 10 years
(N=7)
11 to 15 years
(N=1)
16 to 20 years
(N=4)
> 20 years
(N=14)
1 to 3 Sermons
(N=2)
4 to 6 Sermons
(N=7)
7 to 9 Sermons
(N=7)
10 to 12 Sermons
(N=12)

Sermon
No Recall
n

%

Sermon Yes
Recall
n

%

3

20.0

12

80.0

5

38.5

8

61.5

4

26.7

11

73.3

4

30.8

9

69.2

1

16.7

5

83.3

2

22.2

7

77.8

3

75.0

1

25.0

2

22.2

7

77.8

0

---

2

100.0

1

14.3

6

85.7

0

---

1

100.0

2

50.0

2

50.0

3

21.4

11

78.6

1

50.0

1

50.0

2

28.6

5

71.4

2

28.6

5

71.4

3

25.0

9

75.0
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Symbolism
Some participants indicated connection between the symbolism used and a
sermon:
I remember the butterflies. The symbols foreshadow what the sermon was
going to be about. Like the one I mentioned with the butterflies, you saw
that and you were like, I think we are talking about he rose again. All the
symbols were like that. They got you to think about the sermon before it
started.
The use of symbolism engaged people prior to the sermon and prepared people to hear
the sermon.
To explore the integration into daily life of the preaching and symbolism,
participants were asked to indicate any recognition outside of worship of the symbolism
used during the sermon series. Of the twenty-eight participants, twelve (42.9 percent)
recognized symbols outside of worship and offered a description of the experience. One
person connected an event with the last sermon of the series, which focused on
everlasting life:
I was helping Mom with her bird bath and we were winterizing and I
remembered that sermon. I remembered the bird bath and the water and
everything made me think of that. She actually had something that runs
outside her door all the time and the sound—the sound of that water does
remind me of that. I went the other day and it sort of clicked that was the
same sound. It was just a soft easy sound, so yes.
Several respondents mentioned the butterflies used during the sermon on resurrection:
Well, it’s like I said the butterflies meaning resurrection. That is our proof
that we are going to be free because Jesus has shown us the way we are to
follow. They symbolize resurrection and that means to me that Jesus has
shown us the way that we are to follow.
I can relate the butterflies back to going to Chrysalis about how we
became butterflies when we were reborn, so I think when he preached that
sermon that when Jesus came back when Jesus arose from the dead. That
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was like his new life, so I could take that symbol, the butterfly, and relate
it to something that I have experienced through Chrysalis.
Yes, I notice a lot of the little things, like butterflies everywhere. It makes
me think of the resurrection. I did think of the sermon when I saw them.
Two people offered a description of the process experienced when encountering a symbol
used during the sermon series, though one person did not cite a specific symbol:
Yes, I notice a lot of the little things, like butterflies everywhere. It makes
me think of the resurrection. I did think of the sermon when I saw them.
I don’t know, but being a visual person it did help a whole lot because
when I do think back to the sermon series that is one of the first things that
pops in my head, is the visual, and then I refer it back to the sermon.
Baptism and communion received attention from some of the participants when making
connections between symbolism and everyday life:
Yes, it did particularly the butterflies. When I see butterflies now it
reminds me of the Apostles’ Creed and I think about it. The water when I
hear it reminds me of my baptism.
I have seen some them and I know that on World Communion Sunday we
did repeat the Apostle’s Creed again and we talked about that. When we
take communion and we do things like that restores and I did like the fact
that we recited the Apostle’s Creed when we took communion. We all
stood and did that. I did go back and think about some of the sermons
when we did that. Communion, and I have had communion several cases
since then, and it does remind me of the sermons.
Symbolism used in worship aided people in remembering sermons and aspects of the
Christian faith when encountering similar symbols outside of worship.
In the third round, twenty-two of the twenty-eight people (78.6 percent)
remembered at least one of the symbols used during the sermon series. More women than
men remembered symbols: thirteen of fifteen females (86.7 percent) compared to nine of
thirteen males (96.2 percent). Moderns recalled symbolism more than postmoderns:
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thirteen of the fifteen moderns (86.7 percent) compared to nine of the thirteen
postmoderns (69.2 percent). Builders and Boomers were similar in recalling symbols:
five of six Builders (83.3 percent) and eight of nine Boomers (88.9 percent). Gen Xers
recalled symbols better than Busters: seven of nine Gen Xers (83.3 percent) remembered
symbolism compared to two of four Busters (50.0 percent). Those who heard at least half
the sermons recalled symbolism more than those who heard fewer sermons: Ten of the
twelve people (83.3 percent) hearing between ten and twelve sermons remembered a
symbol used during the series. Of the nine people experiencing between seven and nine
sermons, seven (85.7 percent) remembered a sermon. The number of years as a Christian
yielded mixed results (see Table 4.9).
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Table 4.9 Third Round Symbolism Recall
Subgroup
Moderns
(N=15)
Postmoderns
(N=13)
Females
(N=15)
Males
(N=13)
Builders
(N=6)
Boomers
(N=9)
Busters
(N=4)
Gen Xers
(N=9)
< 5 years
(N=2)
6 to 10 years
(N=7)
11 to 15 years
(N=1)
16 to 20 years
(N=4)
> 20 years
(N=14)
1 to 3 Sermons
(N=2)
4 to 6 Sermons
(N=7)
7 to 9 Sermons
(N=7)
10 to 12
Sermons
(N=12)

Symbolism
No recall
n

%

Symbolism
Yes Recall
n

%

2

13.3

13

86.7

4

30.8

9

69.2

2

13.3

13

86.7

4

30.8

9

69.2

1

16.7

5

83.3

1

11.1

8

88.9

2

50.0

2

50.0

2

22.2

7

77.8

1

50.0

1

50.0

1

14.3

6

85.7

0

---

1

100.0

1

25.0

3

75.0

3

21.4

11

78.6

1

50.0

1

50.0

2

28.6

5

71.4

1

14.3

6

85.7

2

16.7

10

83.3

Sermon Effect
When asked to describe any impact a sermon might have had on them,
respondents often talked in terms related to the whole sermon series. One person
recognized the formative nature of the Creed:
I think it has made me more aware of the importance of teaching our youth
the Apostle’s Creed. I guess that is something that I haven’t thought much
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about, but it is something that I had grew up with and was instilled in me
and I had to learn growing up in the church. I guess I took it for granted
that the church taught it, but it was like “Hey, you are an adult in the
church. You are supposed to be teaching it.” I guess it was sort of like a
bell going off. It kind of made me think to really show the kids that it is
important to know that so that they can refer back to that and tell
somebody what the Christian faith is all about and also to help them to
know what the Bible is about. That it is a guideline in a nutshell of our
faith. I don’t know that the sermon series has impacted a relationship or
anything other than the relationship with my Sunday school class and my
youth group. I was glad he did it and I would like to see the creed done
more in worship service to really get people in the habit of saying it
because I feel like people aren’t going to learn it if they don’t recite it. The
more that you recite something the more you commit it to memory.
Sometimes we need jolts to remember.
Another participant recognized the evangelistic nature of the Creed in preparing one to
share faith in Christ:
The whole sermon series and it isn’t any one particular sermon because
they were all connected. It was the entire sermon series made me think and
it makes me think what do I believe and that I can come back and say what
I believe. I think one of the most important things as Christians is what do
we believe and it goes back to the beginning and one of the very first
things Billy showed was that video, and do you believe in God and how
we got such a variety of answers about that. What do Christians believe?
A lot of people will say there are Christians, but can they say what they
believe? Does going to church make us a Christian? No. So we have to
know what we believe in, and I think the Apostle’s Creed is a great tool, if
you will, to help us know that and to say that and to give us some direction
as to what as Christians we believe. Like I said so many times people I
think struggle with that if they are asked “Do you believe in God”. If you
watched that video you got a variety of answers and I think if anybody did
that on a random day you would get a variety of answers. I think even if
you asked that question in the church you would get a variety of answers. I
have enjoyed this, and I think it has been beneficial and do like the
Apostle’s Creed. I think that says a lot about who we are as Christians. I
do like to see it in the church. I think it is good.
For one participant, the sermon series fostered a deeper appreciation and love of God:
I just think that it strengthened my love for God because when he showed
the clip of the interviewers. The interviewer asking by-passers on the
street and asking them if they believed in a higher power, and I thought it
really ironic how some of them said yes and some said no, but they really
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couldn’t go beyond the answer no, like with certainty and that is where
their heart is. It just made me want to get closer to God and understand
exactly why I believe in a higher power. To just reaffirm that connection.
In all, twenty-two of the twenty-eight participants (78.6 percent) indicated the sermon
series affected them in some way.
Summary
The phenomenological methodology of this study allowed participants to express,
in their own words, responses to semi-structured interviews regarding biblical narrative
preaching and the use of symbolic communication. At the beginning of the project, few
people stated with specificity major Christian beliefs and practices. Over the course of the
sermon series, more participants expressed Basic Christian beliefs in the second round. In
the third round, after reciting the Apostles’ Creed, most people stated with specificity
major Christian beliefs. Initially, the postmodern participants provided more doctrinal
references in their answers. In the final round, modern and postmodern generations were
very similar in the number of respondents presenting specific doctrinal material.
Sermon recall also increased over the course of the project. Nearly 60 percent of
the respondents recalled a sermon heard before the first interview. In the second round
67.9 percent recalled a sermon from the series. In the final round, 71.4 percent
remembered a sermon, six to nine weeks after the sermon series concluded. The use of
symbolism appeared to affect sermon recall as respondents indicated in the second and
third rounds.
Participants expressed the ability to cite integration of the sermons into daily life.
Many recognized the symbols used in worship in everyday life and gave descriptions of
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how those encounters generated memories of sermons. Others tied the sermons and
symbolism into the sacraments of Baptism and Holy Communion.
Throughout this chapter, I have presented data regarding the third research
question that probes the responses of men, women, and different age groups. During the
study men and women showed similar responses to the sermon series. Though
postmoderns described more doctrinal content in the first round, moderns improved
throughout the project. Moderns did appear to respond more to symbolism than did
postmoderns.
The major findings of this study are
1. Participants displayed an increased ability to state with specificity major
Christian beliefs and practices.
2. Initially postmodern participants cited provided more specificity when
describing major Christian beliefs but in the final interviews, modern and postmodern
generations gave similar detail.
3. Participants displayed an increased ability to remember sermons.
4. People who heard more sermons displayed greater ability to cite specific
Christian doctrine.
5. The use of symbolism appeared to help participants remember sermons.
6. Moderns responded more to the use of symbolism than did postmoderns.
7. Men and women showed similar responses to the sermon series.
Chapter 5 discusses these finding in relation to the literature review of Chapter 2.
The discussion includes weaknesses of the study, suggestions for further study, and
contributions to the study of preaching.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
I began the Doctor of Ministry program with an interest in the field of evangelism
and church growth. After the initial courses in biblical interpretation and theology, I took
a class entitled, “Getting Premodern to Go Postmodern: Wisdom from the Early Church
for Preaching and Worship Today.” The class renewed my interest in patristic theology. I
remembered while working on the Master’s of Divinity degree the patristic period had
captured my attention to the point of thinking that if I ever did doctoral work, I might
want to study something related to the patristic period.
The class also renewed my call to proclaim Jesus Christ. While I had a fondness
of church history and the patristic period, I never studied the period from the perspective
of preaching and worship. In the course readings, I encountered a homiletical approach
different from my own style of preaching. I began reflecting upon my approach to
preaching in light of great preachers such as Augustine and John Chrysostom. Slowly,
my focus shifted from evangelism and church growth to biblical preaching. Subsequent
classes in the biblical preaching concentration further renewed the call on me to preach
the good news. I slowly began a process of transforming from a primarily deductive,
point-by-point preacher, by experimenting with narrative forms of preaching.
Social science research also encouraged and facilitated the transformation
process for me. Journal articles from a variety of social sciences indicate the importance
of narrative for human beings. Narratives help form identity and provide coherent
meaning to human life. In relation to preaching, narrative is not just telling stories.
Rather, narrative preaching provides coherency between faith and life by telling the story
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of God, active in human history through the calling of Israel, the sending of the Son Jesus
Christ, and the creation of the Church through the Holy Spirit as God’s people.
During the course work of the Doctor of Ministry, I began to see my initial
interest in evangelism and the call to preach were not separate parts of my calling.
Evangelism is not a program separated from the life of the Church gathered in worship.
The goal of worship is not evangelism. In worship, God gathers his people through the
Holy Spirit to proclaim their faith in Jesus Christ. The acts of preaching and the
sacraments of baptism and Holy Communion form people into disciples of Jesus Christ
and nurture disciples to go into the world to share God’s love revealed in Jesus Christ,
empowered and directed by the Holy Spirit.
I remember seeking guidance from the Doctor of Ministry team regarding the
development of a dissertation project in relation to preaching. I faced a challenge because
unlike other projects examining changes in response to implementation of a new ministry
program, I have served the congregation of Flag Springs United Methodist Church for
over eight years. The theological transformation of my preaching had already exposed the
congregation to biblical narrative preaching.
As I explored research methodology, I discovered a phenomenological approach
utilizing three interviews. The interviews established life history related to the research
topic, details of the experience, and reflection on the experience. The qualitative nature of
the methodology addressed the concern of examining something the congregation had
already experienced, though at the expense of generalizability. The phenomenological
method allowed participants to express in their own words the process of Christian
formation in response to biblical narrative preaching and symbolic communication.
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Major Findings
Participant ability to articulate Christian beliefs and practices increased during the
twenty-three week interview period. Sermon recall increased, though not as
demonstrably. The more sermons heard corresponded to an increase in the theological
content in second and third round interviews. Participants provided evidence of
engagement through symbolic communication and sermon integration into daily life and
cited recognition of faith formation.
Christian Beliefs
The project began with the premise that narrative preaching of the biblical story
shapes Christian belief and behavior. The earliest sermons preached by Peter and Paul
proclaimed the biblical story of Jesus the Son of God incarnate, crucified, and resurrected
(Acts 2:17). In letters Peter, Paul, and others interpret the story, providing doctrinal
foundation for faith in Christ. Green points out the important relationship between
Scripture and doctrine: “Sharply put, Christian appropriation of Scripture requires
attention to Christian doctrine” (24). Appropriating Christian doctrine prepares people to
live faithful lives as disciples of Jesus Christ. “Doctrine prepares us for fitting
participation in the drama of redemption by telling us who we really are” (Vanhoozer
393). Expressing Christian doctrine verbally and through faithful action is integral to the
process of Christian formation. The biblical narrative forms Christian identity through
proclamation of the biblical story and through the integration of daily life with the
biblical narrative.
When I began analyzing the first round interviews, I experienced some level of
discouragement. Even though the majority of the participants provided either basic
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Christian beliefs or specific doctrinal material, eight of the twenty-eight participants gave
very general or vague answers when asked to describe Christian beliefs. These answers
included comments such as, “I would have to say that to answer that it kind of goes back
to how your perspective changes,” or, “Christians believe things should be done the right
way.” Because I have been the pastor for eight years, I experienced internal conflict that
so many participants struggled in articulating a strong sense of Christian identity.
Further reflection on the first round data brought different insight. Postmodern
Gen Xers cited more doctrinal content than any of the other age cohorts. While the
qualitative methodology does not allow me to state this conclusion to the exclusion of
others, one plausible explanation is that the greater degree of doctrinal content cited by
the younger participants suggests the influence of the biblical narrative preaching I have
incorporated into my sermons over the last three years. The lack of doctrinal content by
modern participants and by the Busters may suggest the influence of sermons containing
less theological content.
In the second round, all but one of the participants shared some level of doctrinal
content in their descriptions of Christian beliefs. Because of the summer vacation season
in which the sermon series occurred, some participants missed several of the sermons.
Rather than eliminate these people from the study, their absence from worship actually
strengthened the research when I analyzed responses by the number of sermons heard.
Doctrinal content conveyed by the participants when describing Christian beliefs
corresponded to the increase in number of sermons heard.
Asking participants to use the Creed as a guide in describing the major themes of
the Bible in the third round interviews generated more specific doctrinal responses than
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in the previous rounds. Nineteen of the twenty-eight participants described specific
doctrinal content, up from seven out of twenty-eight from the first round. Seidman
counsels, “The third round interview makes the meaning of the experience central” (13).
Asking the participants to think about the themes of Scripture in relation to the Creed
made the sermon series on the Creed central to the exploration of the experience. Further,
The increased ability to articulate Christian beliefs when using the Creed as a guide
suggests participants made connections between the Creed and Christian doctrine and
supports Augustine’s assertion that memory involves active reconstruction of previous
experiences. While I cannot prove a causal link, the Creed appears to function as
intended: a rule of faith.
People who heard more sermons gave answers with more theological content in
the second and third round interviews. These findings support Lischer’s assertion that
Christian formation takes place over time (Theology of Preaching 88). Willimon also
argues for the role of process in faith formation. In contrast to narrative sermons that
proclaim human experience or sermons with a psychological emphasis, people need
training to recognize the gospel, skills acquired over a lifetime, and correction by fellow
Christians (43). The theological content of biblical narrative sermons reinforces Christian
doctrine over time and, consequently, Christian identity as people integrate life and faith.
While important in calling people to respond in faith to Jesus Christ, single sermons
cannot accomplish completely the formation of Christian identity.
Sermon Recall
The theological assertion of preaching’s role in forming a people of faith
presupposes the ability to remember and recall sermons. The number of participants
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remembering and describing a particular sermon increased throughout the course of the
project. In the first round, seventeen participants remembered a sermon and gave a
description of the sermon. Two to five weeks after the sermon series concluded, nineteen
people remembered a particular sermon. Six to nine weeks after the sermon series, twenty
people provided details of a sermon from the series.
Evangelicals often view sermons as isolated events, believing people who make
professions of faith after a sermon have experienced the aim of Scripture, which is the
personal acceptance of Jesus Christ. Lischer argues otherwise: Isolated sermons cannot
provide the moral and theological formation required of God’s people (Theology of
Preaching 88). In explaining the reason for the inability to recall a sermon during the
third round interviews, given six to nine weeks after the sermon series ended, one person
said, “No, I’m sorry, I can’t. “It’s been a long time.” While the qualitative approach will
not allow me to argue for a cumulative effect, the responses of the participants who could
not recall sermons may support Lischer’s assertion about the inability of single sermons
to encourage “moral and theological formation” (88). The aim of Scripture is to form a
covenantal people of God through faith in Jesus Christ, empowered by the Holy Spirit, a
process that requires more than one sermon.
As noted in Chapter 2, memory involves active reconstruction, not simply passive
retrieval of previous experiences. Augustine recognized memory’s crucial role as human
beings reason about previous experiences when making decisions about future actions
(Confessions 187). One person remembered butterflies as a symbol for resurrection and
remembered the sermon on resurrection. When remembering the sermon, one participant
alludes to the very process Augustine mentions: the participant recalled the sermon about
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resurrection, connected Jesus’ resurrection to being free (the exact meaning of which is
unclear but may refer to freedom from sin or eternal life), and recognized the
implications Jesus’ resurrection has in guiding followers.
The noticeable second round margin women had over men in remembering
sermons shrank in the third round. Of the nineteen people in the second round who cited
a particular sermon, thirteen were women. In the third round, twenty people remembered
a particular sermon, eleven women and nine men. I am uncertain why more men and
fewer women remembered a sermon six to nine weeks after the conclusion of the sermon
series.
Reciting the Creed at the conclusion of the sermon series and having participants
recite the Creed to begin the third round interview may help explain the increase in
sermon recall. One participant specifically stated referencing the Creed when trying to
remember a sermon:
I will probably get them all mixed up. I’m thinking back to the creed to
see if I can figure out which one goes with what. I guess the one with the
water and everything would be the life everlasting and talking about the
river of life that flows from the throne. I am probably not getting it all
right. This is too hard a question.
While only one person specifically referenced using the Creed for remembering, the
statement does help support the understanding of the Creed serving as a rule of faith
governing belief and behavior.
Symbolic Communication
One of the most striking findings of the study concerned symbolic
communication. The inclusion of symbolism in this project arose from the literature
suggesting postmoderns desire symbolic communication. Kimball says the emerging
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culture places heavy emphasis on art (Emerging Church 148). Sweet asserts,
“Postmodern culture is image-driven” (Postmodern Pilgrims 86). Webber states, “The
new emphasis on arts by evangelicals is a positive move toward the communication skills
that will impact postmoderns” (Ancient-Future Faith 113). In the second and third rounds
in which participants responded to questions about the symbolism used during the sermon
series, more moderns remembered the symbolism than did postmoderns. In the second
round, fourteen moderns remembered symbolism versus eight postmoderns. In the third
round, thirteen moderns cited symbolism used during the sermon series compared to nine
postmoderns. One possible theory concerning the lack of response by postmoderns may
be postmoderns, immersed in a visual-oriented culture, now find symbolism less
noteworthy than moderns whereas moderns appreciated the symbolism more having
grown up in a word-dominated culture. Worship attendance may have been a factor as
modern generation participants attended worship more consistently than did postmodern
participants.
Interestingly, in the first round, people cited illustrations from sermons
remembered before the sermon series, but in later rounds participants used images and
metaphors when describing the sermons. Before the sermon series, some participants
offered descriptions of sermon illustrations. One person mentioned a video clip used a
few weeks prior to the sermon series. The same person, along with one other participant
cited the video clip used in the first sermon of the series. All other references described
symbolism in terms or images and metaphors. When asked to recall symbolism from the
sermon series, participants cited butterflies (from the sermon on resurrection), the
fountain (from the sermon on consummation), or bread (from the two communion
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sermons).
The ability to think in image and metaphor, as opposed to remembering
illustrations, allows for active reconstruction of memory while integrating new and past
experiences. Augustine explains the power of image or metaphor in the process of
remembering:
I combine with past events images of various things, whether experienced
directly or believed on the basis of what I have experienced; and on this
basis I reason about future actions and events and hopes, and again think
of all these things in the present. (Confessions 187)
In describing the symbolism remembered, one participant made a connection to a
previous retreat experience, which used cocoons and butterflies as metaphors for the
transformation into new life in Christ. The response exemplifies Augustine’s
understanding of image and memory. Encountering the image of a butterfly, the person
remembered the image of butterflies used in the retreat setting; thus, the symbolism
connected the sermon from the series to an event in the person’s life.
The use of symbolism did create a multisensory experience. A water fountain
prompted one person to remember the sermon on consummation because the visual
display for the sermon included a water fountain. Another person remembered the
experience of baptism when encountering the sound of running water with baptism.
While some participants gave descriptions of symbol recognition outside of the worship
service, many did not. Only twelve of the twenty-six participants recognized any symbol
used during the sermon series outside of worship. Possible reasons include the repeated
exposure to symbolism experienced by postmoderns. Another possibility is the sacred
versus secular mind-set that separates corporate worship from daily life.
Illustrations, while engaging, often point to a limited part of the biblical narrative,
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such as reference given by one person to a preacher who compared the difference
between the constantly filled hot coffee served at Waffle House and the cup of coffee
served at Starbucks, which turns lukewarm with time. While the illustration uses a simple
comparison of two situations to describe the difference between hot and lukewarm faith,
the illustration does not point beyond itself to the wider biblical narrative.
Remembering metaphors and images, as opposed to illustrations, allowed
participants to give references to the whole of the biblical narrative, or at least indicated
remembering aspects reflective of the whole biblical narrative. Butterflies are a metaphor
for the resurrection, which then points to creation, redemption from sin, and everlasting
life. Similarly, connecting the sound of running water with baptism reminded someone of
one act of Christian worship that signifies creation, redemption, and everlasting life.
The ability of metaphors and biblical imagery to signify the biblical narrative,
unlike illustrations, underscores Lischer’s call to replace illustrations with the biblical
narrative:
But illustrations do not form a people for discipleship in the world.
Illustrations which are solely premised upon the likeness of revelation to
human experience cannot embolden a contrast-society. They cannot do
justice to a revelation that shatters experience and creates a community
that is living toward a new reality. (Theology of Preaching 89)
The answers provided by participants in this study suggest Lischer’s theory has merit.
Symbolic communication does create and invite people into a multisensory worship
experience. The challenge to preachers rests in recognizing and proclaiming God’s
continuing action while ensuring illustrations or modern metaphors do not circumvent the
wider biblical narrative.
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Sermon Integration
The role of preaching in the formation of Christian identity also presupposes the
integration of the sermon into the daily lives of the hearers. One participant described the
impact of the entire sermon series: “It has made me more alert, I guess. More aware of
how I see living during the week. I try to be more considerate of people.” One person
noted a shift related to the present and future: “Well, I can’t think of how this has helped
me with anything in the past, but I do think that it has helped me with how I feel about
God now and in the future.” Another participant referenced the sermon on the Holy
catholic Church:
Well, that particular sermon, I am with people from different
denominations and I go to school with a few Catholics, but we are all
God’s church. Methodist, Baptist, Presbyterian, they are all different, but
they are all the same. Same with Catholics, too. We all have a few minor
differences, but we are all the same, and I think about that a lot.
Though not using the theological terminology, one person when describing the Apostles’
Creed after the sermon series, recognizes the Creed as a rule of faith:
These are hard questions. I think that when it talks about at the very end of
the Apostle’s Creed, when it states what we believe in—I believe in the
communion of saints, the resurrection of the body—I think we can take
those and by those beliefs—what we believe in helps us to make decisions
in our life. And we use those beliefs to make choices about how we live
our lives.
Before the sermons series, prayer received more references than communion did. After
the sermon series, more respondents spoke of communion than prayer. The increased
theological content of the second and third responses indicates the integration of sermon
content into memory. Contrary to some emerging church thinkers who argue preaching
has little formative power, most participants in this study cited specific example of living
in response to a sermon or sermons experienced as part of the project.
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In examining social science research, I discovered two theories related to the
integration of experiences into memory. Zwaan’s “Immersed Experiencer Framework”
describes the process of language comprehension. People encounter events, make
connections of those events with words, and then order the connections into existing or
new functional webs (39-52). According to Zwaan’s theory, repeated encounters with
similar stimuli activate existing functional webs or form new webs. In analyzing the
responses, many people cited Jesus’ death and resurrection when describing Christian
beliefs. Redemption, one part of Jesus’ story, dominates as a functional web. Themes of
creation and eternal life received little attention in the first round interviews. No one
mentioned creation and only three people mentioned heaven in the first round. Second
and third rounds yielded more references to creation and images of eternal life.
Encountering the themes of creation and eternal life, in addition to redemption, through
sermons and symbolic communication suggest the formation of theological constructs in
people who heard the sermons. While I cannot prove a causal relationship, Zwaan’s
theory may help explain the process by which people integrate sermon content in the
process of faith development.
Narvaez and Bock use schemas when describing the process of incorporating
events into categories. Schemas then become guides for behavior (304). One participant
who has frequent contact with another congregation recognized the way some churches
and pastors focus on the redemption part of Jesus’ story by constantly referencing the
blood of Christ:
The first sermon itself was eye-opening to me because we all need
something to believe in because the way the world is with denominations
being separated. We all think that we are all different, and we always say
the messages don’t portray the blood and that’s a problem. Like that’s
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what I have heard,… and I am like we are founded on the relationship and
the relationship was made possible through the blood.… These lines …
are drawn.… We all have one common ground. Why can we not just
accept that and bring all of our experiences together and help each other?
The person’s comments suggest the emphasis placed one aspect of redemption becomes a
moral schema that congregations and pastors use to judge faithfulness, often resulting in
conflict among denominations. The person’s emphasis on God as Creator of everyone
implies the recognition of creation as a theological construct that should also guide
Christian behavior.
Examining sermon integration yielded two important observations. First, in
contrast to many contemporary homileticians including those within the emerging church
movement such as Norrington and Pagitt, doctrinal preaching does affect people in
favorable ways. Far from being irrelevant, ineffective, or harmful to people, the
integration of sermons into lives of the participants of the study underscores the
relevancy of preaching. People shared specific ways in which the sermon series affected
them, including sharing about the sermons with coworkers, intentionally listening for
more content, praising God more on a daily basis, and increasing their attention to
Scripture. The second observation relates to the number of sermons heard and the process
of integration. The participants who heard more sermons cited more particular examples
of integration than did the people who heard fewer sermons. The integration of sermons
into daily life suggests people do yearn to experience God’s true reality, revealed through
Scripture, in ways that form them more fully as disciples of Jesus Christ.
Christian Identity Formation
Christian identity involves more than mental acknowledgment of belief in Jesus
Christ. The call to Christian discipleship involves a whole-person response. The
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formation of Christian identity occurs when the biblical narrative shapes people’s
thoughts, words, and actions.
Preaching’s pivotal role in the formation of Christian identity hinges upon the
remembrance and integration of sermons into daily life. Participant responses given in
this project indicate people can and do remember sermons, sermon themes, metaphors,
and images. Obviously several factors affect sermon comprehension and recall including
frequency of worship attendance and personal issues. The ability to cite specific Christian
doctrine increased as the number of sermons heard by participants increased. The ability
to remember sermons and give examples of integration into daily life and faith
development demonstrated by the participants in this study refutes the call by some
people to abandon preaching altogether. Further, the ability to prepare and deliver
sermons that connect to a wide range of generations without the input from other people
refutes the call by some people to turn the preaching event into an extended Bible study
forum.
The sermon series affected people in different ways. One person indicated an
increased level of desire for God:
I just think that it strengthen my love for God because when he showed the
clip of the interviewers. The interviewer asking by-passers on the street
and asking them if they believed in a higher power, and I thought it really
ironic how some of them said yes and some said no, but they really
couldn’t go beyond the answer no, like with certainty and that is where
their heart is. It just made me want to get closer to God and understand
exactly why I believe in a higher power,… to just reaffirm that connection.
Another person cited an increased ability to share the Christian faith:
I always feel like I am never prepared for if someone that were not a
Christian were to talk to me about something like that.… So if someone
would have questioned me about that I would not have known it was in
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there.… So the increase in my knowledge which could increase my
relationship with God or in my faith.
One participant indicated an influence on the reading of Scripture: “It [the Creed] has
really helped me to go back and study, so it has helped me in my every day being in the
Bible.” The sermon series influenced people in different ways including increasing love
for God, ability to witness more confidently, and increased study of Scripture. The wide
range of effect—worship, evangelism, and discipleship—indicates the ability for biblical
narrative preaching, empowered by the Holy Spirit, to nurture people where needed in
their particular point of the Christian journey as opposed to topical preaching, which
presupposes everyone in the congregation needs nurturing in one specific area.
The formation of Christian identity occurs over time and requires active
participation in worship. Worship of the triune God reorients Christians to live in
response to God’s saving activity revealed in creation, experienced in redemption from
sin, and anticipated in the gift of new and everlasting life. The sacraments of baptism and
Eucharist enact the biblical narrative through multisensory experience. Biblical narrative
preaching proclaims the work of God in creation, redemption, and consummation and
invites people to respond in discipleship. Within the context of worship, preaching
functions to proclaim the narrative of Scripture as the true reality while exposing the
myriad of false stories. Biblical narrative preaching reveals the true world of God’s rule
often hidden in the postmodern matrix of competing stories.
Implications
Preaching in the New Testament, in early Church history, and throughout the
Reformation proclaimed the biblical narrative of God’s action in calling Israel, sending
Jesus the Son, and forming the Church as God’s people in mission to the world,
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empowered and directed by the Holy Spirit. Green posits the movements of God in
creation, redemption, and new creation as the markers for defining biblical narrative
preaching (34). This project examined the extent to which biblical narrative preaching
engaged people with the grand story of Scripture.
After the sermon series, some participants expressed a better comprehension of
the biblical narrative. The following responses illustrate the recognition of the main
movements within the biblical narrative.
Well, it helped me a lot because like I say I had always had a basic
understanding of Christian religion and it all ties back. The Apostle’s
Creed really tells the whole story—beginning to the end. How God created
Jesus and he died for our sins and if we do as we should being Christians,
then there is a place for us to go.
To me it’s all encompassing the major themes. It has to do with creation,
going through the Old Testament, the birth of Jesus, death, and
resurrection. It’s all in the Apostle’s Creed. It talks about the Father, Son,
and the Holy Spirit. It basically just goes through like the crucifixion,
resurrection.
The homiletic wisdom displayed in the sermons of Peter, Paul, John Chrysostom,
Augustine, Luther, Wesley, and others will function in the postmodern world of the
twenty-first century. Addressing the whole person, body, mind, and soul through
narrative preaching filled with symbolic communication does foster the formation of
Christian identity within hearers. The results of the study also suggest recent findings in
social science research related to narrative, memory, and moral development help explain
the processes by which biblical narrative preaching, in particular, and perhaps all
preaching forms Christian identity.
This study also challenges the assumption concerning the importance of style in
connecting with postmodern generations. In the initial stages of research, I focused on
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issues related to worship with postmodern generations. I encountered various positions
related to engaging postmoderns. Kimball advocates building an emerging church aimed
at postmoderns (Emerging Church 65). Webber believes postmoderns need contact with
traditional evangelical Christianity, which does not change the message in order to
address new cultures (Ancient-Future Faith 199). Some people do not believe moderns
and postmoderns can worship together while others believe in the possibility of
multigenerational, multicultural worship.
This study suggests the viability of Webber’s analysis. Webber describes a
conversation between him and another colleague about classical Christian thought and
science’s search for a unifying principle. Webber states, “This scientific quest for the
unity of all things reminds me of the Pauline assertion that Christ is the one who unifies
everything in himself” (Ancient-Future Faith 203). The responses of modern and
postmodern generations described in this study give credence to the biblical narrative, of
which Christ is the subject and object, being the unifying principle that spans generations
and cultures. Thus, the emphasis must not be about worship styles and music or
contemporary versus traditional architecture. Rather, the emphasis of worship must be on
the triune God, fully revealed in Jesus Christ, present through the Holy Spirit.
Focusing on the triune God as revealed in the biblical narrative frees preachers
from unnecessary burdens. Lischer notes, “Because it is God who speaks, and the Holy
Spirit who attends the Word, those who preach, teach, and give testimony do so with the
assurance that the Word’s effective power is not diminished” (Theology of Preaching
53). Proclaiming the biblical narrative depends on the creative work of the Holy Spirit to
form a people of God through faith in Jesus Christ. Preaching does not depend on the
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creativity of preachers but on the work of the Spirit. Pasquarello describes Augustine’s
faith in the Holy Spirit when preaching: “He [Augustine] thus preached to instruct, to
delight, and to change lives, trusting the language of Scripture and the work of the Holy
Spirit to empower his speech and engage his listeners” (190). Multiple worship services
with labels of traditional, contemporary, seeker sensitive, or emerging as adjectives for
worship risk replacing the unifying work of the biblical narrative with market-driven
strategies. When the focus of worship shifts from the proclamation and enactment of the
biblical narrative to music and preaching styles, humans substitute ingenuity for the Holy
Spirit’s power.
The qualitative methodology of this study will not allow me to state prescriptive
conclusions; however, results from this study offer possible suggestions for future
research using quantitative, qualitative, or “mixed-method” approaches. In congregations
not previously exposed to biblical narrative sermons, researchers could develop
quantitative instrumentation to measure the effect of biblical narrative preaching.
Comparing reactions and effects of biblical narrative preaching to other types of
preaching could be a research project. Measuring the cumulative effect of preaching is
another possibility. To examine more precisely the extent to which symbolism aids
memory of sermons, a researcher could preach a series of sermons, some of which
include symbolism and visual aids and others that do not. The researcher could then
explore the connection between sermons and symbolic communication.
Limitations
Several limitations exist in the research project. First, the qualitative methodology
prohibits reporting prescriptive results that translate to other contexts with a great deal of
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certainty. Wiersma and Jurs state, “In essence, it is someone else’s task to fit the results
into whatever is being considered” (216). Other researchers may read the dissertation and
implement the project, or parts of the project, based upon their respective contexts.
The description of the project, detailed methodology, descriptive statistics, and
quoting of the participants’ responses combine to address the issue of reliability. One
possible issue challenging reliability may be asking the participants to recite the Creed at
the start of the third round interview and using the same coding from the first and second
rounds to measure Christian beliefs. Two reasons influenced the decision to shift focus in
the third round towards the Creed itself. First, the methodology used called for the
participants to reflect on the meaning of the experience, with the “intellectual and
emotional connections” being primary (Seidman 12). Secondly, a few participants in the
second round continued to say things such as, “I believe a Christian,” or, “I will have to
base that on my own beliefs.” Also, Creswell notes, “The research questions may change
and be refined as the inquirer learns what to ask and to whom it should be asked” (181).
Asking participants to recite the Creed and then name the major themes of Scripture
attempted to place the meaning of the Creed and sermon series at the center of the
experience rather than the individual.
The possibility exists to use a mixed-methods approach that would incorporate the
qualitative data from the phenomenological interviewing. Assigning numerical values to
the coded data from the interviews would allow for statistical analysis including
inferential tests yielding prescriptive results. I did not choose the mixed-methods
approach for two reasons. First, the very low number of Busters would weaken the
results. Second, I wanted to preserve the phenomenological interviewing methodology in
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order to explore its effectiveness for examining the effect of preaching on participants as
revealed through participants’ own words.
The number of participants may have affected the project. I initially chose thirty
people in order to ensure enough data to analyze. Twenty-eight people agreed to
participate. Wiersma and Jurs warn qualitative studies can yield massive amounts of data
(205). A smaller number of participants would reduce the volume of data, allowing more
focused, in-depth analysis.
The phenomenological interviewing model allowed two methods of reporting the
data collected. Seidman advises the phenomenological researcher may use profiles to
report participant responses or may code data, develop categories, and report thematic
connections (102). The large number of participants precluded the use of profiles for
reporting the findings. Reducing the number of participants and using profiles may offer
other insights.
The choice of using an interviewer familiar to the participants impacted the study.
The interviewer did an excellent job of reassuring participants and allaying nervousness
or anxiety. Using an outside interviewer, or myself, may have increased participants’
level of nervousness or anxiety and yielded less data. In analyzing the data, I realized
times when a follow-up question I had not anticipated may have yielded some interesting
data, but the interviewer followed the interview script I prepared. In the first round,
someone remembered a preacher giving a point-by-point sermon on Christian beliefs, but
the interviewer did not ask if the person remembered any of the beliefs, because I had not
specified a follow-up question. Thus, the interviews were consistent across participants
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and the use of an interviewer other than myself reduced the likelihood of interviewer bias
being present but at the expense of acquiring other pertinent data.
In an effort to provide direction, set boundaries for time needed for the interview,
and limit the data received to a manageable size, I instructed the interviewer to ask
participants to recall a particular sermon. In retrospect, the phrasing of the question may
have worked against the intended goal of the project. Participants may have remembered
more sermons but answered the question and limited their responses to one sermon. The
question thereby limited the exploration to a single sermon. The ability to remember and
described multiple sermons could provide a more complete picture of faith formation
over time.
Faith formation is an on-going process. The twenty-three week period from the
beginning to the conclusion of the project represents almost six months of interviews and
responses. A longitudinal study conducted over a longer period may offer more clarity to
the process of Christian identity formation.
Finally, I waited until the conclusion of the last sermon to ask the congregation to
stand and recite the Apostles’ Creed, trying to emulate Augustine’s process. Augustine
recited the Creed before giving the sermon on the particular phrase and had the
prospective members first recite the Creed eight days before Easter (Harmless 275).
Several of the participants suggested reciting the Creed throughout the sermon series may
have made the sermon series stronger.
Unexpected Observations
The research project yielded interesting and unexpected observations. The altar
paraments were green for the liturgical season of Kingdomtide in which the sermon series
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occurred. The person who designed the altar art and I focused on the physical aspects of
the art, for example the objects used and placement of the visual displays. We used colors
appropriate for the subject of the particular sermons: red and white fabric to signify the
Holy Spirit, gold to signify God, and purple to signify suffering.
In preparing the visuals displays, I did not consider the liturgical color to be an
apparent form of symbolic communication; however, five of the participants mentioned
liturgical colors when asked about symbolism, though not all connected the colors to the
theme of the sermon. Four of the five who mentioned the colors in the second round
interviews remembered the colors again when asked about symbolism in the third round.
Webber notes the importance of following the Christian year in order to celebrate the
events in Christ’s life to reorient people, so “[t]ime is actually experienced as Christus
Victor time, a time that lives in the expectation of the recapitulation” (Ancient-Future
Faith 112). The participants’ references to the use of liturgical colors suggest the
presence of symbolic communication is available already to most traditional churches.
Consistently and intentionally connecting the use of liturgical colors with the season of
the Church year in the sermon engages the congregation with symbolic communication.
Further, the research reflection team realized many people within the church,
including people not asked to participate in the interviews, were talking about the visual
art used during the sermon series. The research reflection team suggested including a
question to see if participants talked with others about the sermon series. The flexibility
of the qualitative methodology allowed for questions to develop as the research
progressed, so I included a question for the second round interview. Twenty of the
twenty-eight participants (71.4 percent) indicated they had conversations with other
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church members, family, or friends. A greater percentage of women (80.0 percent) had
conversations with others than did men (61.5 percent). Some participants gave little
description of the conversations while others provided good detail:
I talked with my mother. That’s about it. [Interviewer: Did you talk with
anyone outside of church?] Oh, yea. I went to work and talked about it all
the time. Just about every Monday, I would say let me tell you what we
did at church yesterday. I have talked a lot about the last one. I just
thought it was wonderful. I have talked to a lot of people at work about
that.
I have. I talked to my office mate and to people in the church. I told my
office mate about what we were doing in church and the visuals—back
when I could remember what they were.
Because the first round interview did not include a question concerning the behavior of
conversations, no baseline exists for comparing the presence of conversations about
sermons prior to the sermon series.
The presence of conversations about the sermons may implicitly suggest a
response to the love of God and neighbor. Jones notes, “The fulfillment of humanity’s
duty to love others can be described as bearing witness” (57). Conversing with others
about sermons and visual displays, or other acts of worship, displays a love of God and
neighbor, thereby pointing to the formation of Christian identity.
One participant indicated children were responding to the sermons. In response to
the question concerning conversations, one person replied, “We had talked about even
our kids were noticing things that Billy was saying—some of the Bible verses and
different things that even the kids had picked up, that they knew that. We were discussing
that.” Though not part of the interviewing process, children may have experienced
benefits from the sermon series.
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A brief profile of one of the participants shares the final unexpected observation.
The person is a postmodern and indicated a profession of faith within the last ten years.
The first quote describes the person’s Christian beliefs prior to the sermon series. The
second quote describes the impact of the sermon series. The third quote is the
participant’s third round response to the question concerning the impact of any sermon,
given approximately four weeks later:
I would say a Christian is a person who believes in Jesus Christ and who
accepted Jesus Christ as their master and accept him as their savior. A
Christian acknowledges that Jesus died for them. You practice this by
living a life that would follow as closely to Jesus as possible. Think about
what He would do, what God would want you to do and stay as close to
that line as possible. A Christian does their best to stay close to God and
not to fall back. Just try to keep up your faith and stay in touch with God,
through frequent communication-prayer and speaking with other
Christians. A constant reminder to stay close to the path of God as you
can.
Well, it really has taught me exactly what the Apostles’ Creed is and
how useful because when I was younger the Apostles’ Creed was another
one of those things that was said and really didn’t mean anything, but now
after listening to Billy and him talking about it, it becomes more of an
actual creed instead of something you just say. It becomes real. It becomes
an actual foundation.
Well, I think the sermons had more of an intellectual effect rather than a
social effect. It made me look into the Bible as a realization of the
Christian faith rather than an illustration. In turn, when I do think about
the Bible and other Christian activities that are mentioned in the Bible,
that makes me think that this is something physical that has been done or
will be done, and that embodies what the Christian is supposed to do
rather than using these ideas as something that leads to what a Christian
might do. So I feel that the sermons have made me realize that what I do
and what I believe is a Christian and not striving to be a Christian. If that
makes sense?
The respondent indicates a shift in comprehension of the Christian faith. Before the
sermon series, the Apostles’ Creed was simply another part of the worship service, doing
more than being defined a Christian, and Scripture was illustrative material. After the
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sermon series, the person began to see the Creed as a foundation of living. Weeks later
the person described the intellectual effect the sermon series had, connecting belief,
behavior, and faith. Now, doing and being define a Christian, while the world narrated by
Scripture defines reality. Jones’ description of spiritual formation addresses the
intellectual, emotional, and moral effects:
[P]art of the mission of each human being who responds to God’s grace
with faith is to attend to one’s own spiritual formation so that one becomes
the person God has called one to be. This means learning to love God
better with one’s mind—growing intellectually. This means learning to
love God better with one’s heart—growing emotionally. This means
learning to love God better with one’s behavior—growing morally. (57)
The respondent indicated a change in all three areas outlined by Jones. While the purpose
of the research focused on such formation, the unanticipated result was a participant
describing such an effect so precisely. The person identifies the matrix formed by the
worlds of Scripture and daily life and, in response to the sermon series, now sees daily
life lived through Scripture, with the Apostles’ Creed serving as a formative foundation.
Even though not everyone articulated the effect of biblical narrative preaching with such
precision, the person’s response points to the ability of biblical narrative preaching to
effect change in people’s beliefs and behaviors. Additionally, because the person is from
the postmodern generation, the response indicates postmoderns are receptive to biblical
narrative preaching.
Recommendations
Biblical narrative preaching is not a new approach in reaction to the debated
transition from modernity to postmodernity; thus, biblical narrative preaching is not a
new strategy for reaching postmodern people. Rather, biblical narrative preaching
reappropriates the theological wisdom of proclaiming the biblical narrative in ways
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consistent with the form and content of Scripture. Jesus Christ, revealed through biblical
narrative preaching incorporating symbolic communication, unifies people across the
generational spectrum. This research project has demonstrated the possibility of
multigenerational and multicultural worship when pastors entrust the Holy Spirit to form
a covenantal people for God through faith in Jesus Christ. Biblical narrative preaching
proclaims God’s view of the world, thereby overcoming the modern/postmodern
dichotomy. Therefore, biblical narrative preaching transcends cultural and philosophical
worldviews and is not a new style of preaching aimed at a specific segment of people.
Many people interested in postmodern worship and preaching believe modern and
postmodern generations cannot worship together in the same worship service. The needs,
interests, and wants of each generation are too different. This study has shown moderns
and postmoderns can worship together. While the qualitative methodology of the study
precludes broad generalizations, the research suggests traditionally styled churches do not
need to start new worship services aimed at a narrowly defined population segment.
Traditional worship has symbolism that when tied to preaching the biblical narrative
engages people of varied age groups.
The increase in doctrinal material that respondents cited indicates biblical
narrative preaching provides hearers with the form and content of the Christian faith.
Preachers interested in nurturing discipleship among congregants can use biblical
narrative preaching in the process of discipleship. A biblical narrative sermon series on
the Apostles’ Creed in other congregations might produce similar responses in
congregants.
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The use of symbolic communication through visual aids incorporated more people
into worship planning. Further, symbolic communication and visual aids invites the
congregation’s participation. Interestingly, moderns reacted more to the symbolism than
did postmoderns. While I cannot argue other, more traditional congregations will accept
the use of visuals aids in worship, this study does imply modern generations may not
oppose the use of symbolic communication as some literature suggests.
Postscript
Throughout my time in the Doctor of Ministry program, God has renewed in me
the call to preach. The research project reaffirmed the call to preach and has refined the
call even further. Pasquarello argues too few preachers “speak the language of Christian
Scripture with a homiletic wisdom capable of forming a people whose corporate life is
identified by the story of the Triune God who creates and saves the world” (179). At the
beginning of the of the Doctor of Ministry program, and even as I began the research
project, I lacked the “homiletic wisdom” that forms people into mature Christian
disciples. In analyzing the data, I encountered answers sharing a deep appreciation for
baptism, communion, the recitation of the Apostles’ Creed, and the use of symbolism,
Particularly, I have reflected on the participants’ recognition of symbolism outside of
worship. People encountered butterflies, which made them think of resurrection, or
running water, which made them think of baptism. The faithfulness and honesty of those
who participated in the research project humbled me. I realized more than ever the
incredible responsibility of communicating God’s Word faithfully.
Reflecting on the responsibility of preaching, having now completed the project, I
foresee more evolution in my development as a preacher. My preaching is becoming
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more sacramental. Using symbolism in worship, combined with baptism and Holy
Communion, allows people to recognize God’s presence in the world, helping people to
experience God in places other than a sanctuary. Further, knowing now moral and
theological development of God’s people occurs over time and not in single events, I feel
less pressure to make every sermon be the defining, decision-making moment. I will also
pay greater attention to the relationship between doctrine and metaphor, using metaphors
that communicate Christian doctrine while signifying the wider range of the biblical
narrative. Finally, Augustine demonstrated the ability to engage in dialogue with
congregants by using a conversational style that engaged people with the biblical
narrative. Biblical narrative preaching gives preachers the plot of Scripture, allows
flexibility in telling the story, and promotes a conversational delivery.
The challenge of preaching rests not in convincing people through rational
argument but in engaging people with the narrative of Scripture, which reveals the reality
of God’s kingdom in people’s midst. Preaching is not about fitting Scripture into daily
lives. Rather, preaching invites people to respond to God’s presence, communicated
through signs and symbols, which through the power of the Holy Spirit point them to the
reality of God’s love as revealed in Jesus Christ.
Seidman declares, “I interview because I am interested in other people’s stories.
Most simply put, stories are a way of knowing” (1). I, too, am interested in other people’s
stories, specifically as their stories relate to God’s Story. I preach because God has called
me to proclaim the good news of Jesus Christ, trusting in the Holy Spirit to form a people
of faith in the triune God. Most importantly, I preach because the words of the apostle
Paul:
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How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how
can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can
they hear without someone preaching to them? And how can they preach
unless they are sent? As it is written, ‘How beautiful are the feet of those
who bring good news!’ (Rom. 10:14-15)
Paul’s argument about preaching is not empty rhetoric filled with lofty words no longer
applicable today, but points to a deeper reality. Through biblical narrative preaching
preachers proclaim the triune God’s activity in creating the heavens and earth, the
creation of a covenantal people of faith in Jesus Christ who, through the Holy Spirit, live
faithful lives as a sign of the coming consummation when God will bring all things to
completion.
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APPENDIX A
Invitation Letter, Informed Consent Agreement, Pre-Sermon Series Interview
Script
Reverend William R. Jarrett
3222 NC HWY 134
Asheboro, NC 27205
336.629.8163
revrayj@earthlink.net
April 25, 2007
Dear XXXX,
To improve as a pastor and preacher, I enrolled in the Doctor of Ministry program
at Asbury Theological Seminary in 2002, concentrating in the area of Biblical Preaching.
Having finished the course work, I am now working on the research project. I am asking
for your help in the research project, which is a sermon series on the Apostles’ Creed.
There will be three telephone interviews conducted by someone other than
myself, each lasting about 15 minutes. The first interview will be in early May, the
second interview in late August, and the final interview in late September or early
October. I will preach the sermons from Sunday June 3, 2007 through Sunday August 26,
2007, with the exception of Sunday August 19, 2007. Participation does not require
attendance for all twelve sermons but does require your presence at a majority of the
worship services over the course of the project.
Your participation in the project will help me as I seek to understand and improve
on the practice of preaching. I will only analyze written transcripts of the telephone
interviews. I will not listen to the taped recordings. Information from your answers may
be published anonymously in my dissertation. After I have analyzed the data collected
during the project, I will share with the congregation what I have learned. If you would
like to participate in the project, you must complete the informed consent participation
agreement included with this letter of invitation. Parents or legal guardians of youth
participants must also sign the informed consent form. I thank you for considering my
request for your participation.
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Sincerely,
Reverend Billy Jarrett
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INFORMED CONSENT AGREEMENT
The Doctor of Ministry program of Asbury Theological Seminary requires
doctoral students to implement a research project in a local ministry setting. Results from
research projects help pastors, local congregations, ministry organizations and the wider
Church improve on the practice of Christian ministry. Thus, findings from the project
will be published in my dissertation and may be used in the future by students, faculty, or
other preachers. Benefits of your participation in the project include reflecting on your
understanding and practice of the Christian faith. A member of my research reflection
team will record your answers on a digital voice recorder. The recordings will be
transcribed into a written format for analysis. Once the written version has been
compared with the taped recording for accuracy, the recordings will be destroyed. I will
not listen to the taped recordings. Any material used in my dissertation will be cited
anonymously.
I have asked you to consider participating in my research project to help me
improve on the practice of preparing and delivering sermons to nurture people in the
Christian faith. Participation requires your presence in the worship service for the
majority of the sermon series and participating in three telephone interviews, each lasting
about fifteen minutes. Please indicate below, if you agree to participate in the research
project. Parents must sign for youth under age eighteen (18). If during the course of the
project, you decide you do not want to continue participating, you may do so.
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_______ I agree voluntarily to participate in the research project

________________________________________
Print Name

________________________________________

________________________

Signature

Date

I agree voluntarily for my son or daughter (name__________________________) to
participate in the research project.

________________________________________
Print Name

________________________________________

________________________

Signature

Date

I do not wish to participate
________________________________________
Print Name

________________________________________

________________________

Signature

Date
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FIRST INTERVIEW SCRIPT
Hi ______________________. This is ________________ I’m calling to ask you some
questions as part of Reverend Jarrett’s dissertation project. We need about 15 minutes or
so to complete the questions. Is now a good time? (If not, then ask for a more convenient
time.)
The interview will involve a few main questions and some follow-up questions.
You are participating voluntarily and may choose not to answer if you wish. Reverend
Jarrett will use data from the answers you give in his dissertation. Reverend Jarrett will
receive a written transcript of your answers.
I need to record this phone call to report your answers accurately. Again,
Reverend Jarrett will not be listening to the taped recordings. I need to turn on the
recorder and then ask you for permission to record the call.

___________________, may I have permission to record this interview?
Thank you.
Interview Questions
The first set of questions ask for background information.
1. Were you born between the years 1928-1945, 1946-1964, 1965-1981, or 19821992?
2. Would describe your life as a Christian?
Follow-up questions: How long have you been a Christian (time since your
profession of faith)? Since your profession of faith in Jesus Christ, how have you
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participated in the life of the Church (for example describing your activity in
worship, fellowship groups, church committees or other areas)?
Now, I’m going to ask you some questions regarding sermons and daily life.
3. Can you remember a sermon you have heard, whether preached by Reverend
Jarrett or someone else? Can you describe for me what you remember from that
sermon? Why do you think you remember that sermon?
4. How would you respond if someone were to ask you, “What do Christians believe
and how do Christians practice those beliefs?”
5. Do you remember an occasion when the Christian faith guided you in making a
decision or addressing a situation you were facing?
Follow-up questions: Can you give me a more detailed description of what
happened? Do you have further examples? How did you feel? What did you say?
What did you want to do or see happen? (depending upon situation given and
detail of initial description)
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APPENDIX B
Second Letter to Participants, Second Interview Script
Reverend William R. Jarrett
3222 NC HWY 134
Asheboro, NC 27205
336.629.8163
revrayj@earthlink.net
September 1, 2007
Dear XXXX,
I thank you for your participation in my research project on biblical preaching.
The sermon series on the Apostles’ Creed concluded last Sunday, August 26. You may
remember the project included three interviews, conducted by phone. The first round of
interviews occurred in late May, before the sermon series began. With the conclusion of
the sermon series, the second round of interviews will occur between the weeks of
September 9 and September 23, 2007. The interview should take approximately 15 to 20
minutes. The third interview will occur between the weeks of October 7 and October 21,
2007 and should take 15 to 20 minutes to complete. I hope you can continue participating
in the final two interviews. If you are not able, please inform XXXXXXXXX, who will
conduct the interviews.
I know summer is a busy time. If you missed one or more sermons, taped
recordings of the services are available. Please contact me if you need a tape. Once again,
I thank you for your participation and I look forward to sharing with the congregation
what I have learned and experienced during this research phase.
In Christ,
Billy Jarrett
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SECOND INTERVIEW SCRIPT
Hi ______________________. This is ____________________, I’m calling to ask you
some questions as part of Reverend Jarrett’s dissertation project. We need about 15
minutes or so to complete the questions. Is now a good time? (If not, then ask for a more
convenient time.)
The interview will involve a few main questions and some follow-up questions.
You are participating voluntarily and may choose not to answer if you wish. Reverend
Jarrett will use data from the answers you give in his dissertation. Reverend Jarrett will
receive a written transcript of your answers.
I need to record this phone call to report your answers accurately. Again,
Reverend Jarrett will not be listening to the taped recordings. I need to turn on the
recorder and then ask you for permission to record the call.

___________________, may I have permission to record this interview?

Thank you.
Second Round Interview Questions
1. Approximately how many sermons in the Apostles’ Creed sermon series preached
by Reverend Jarrett did you hear?

_______ 1 to 3

_______ 4 to 6

(There were twelve sermons in all).

_______ 7 to 9

________ 10 to 12
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2. A. How familiar were you with the Apostles’ Creed before the sermon series
began?
(Depending upon the answer, at the interviewer’s discretion, the
interviewer may ask follow-up question.)

B. Describe your impression of the Apostles’ Creed?

3. A. Of the sermons you heard, do any of the sermons stand out to you?
B. Could you describe what you remember of the sermon (s)?
4. How would you describe what Christians believe?

5. A. During the sermon series, the altar area was decorated with visuals displays.
Do you remember any of the displays?
B. Could you describe what you remember from the displays?
C. Can you describe how the visual display (s) you remember related to the
sermon (s)?

6. How has the sermon series on the Apostles’ Creed affected your knowledge of the
Christian faith?
7. A. Can you relate any aspect of Billy’s sermons on the Apostles’ Creed to
everyday life?
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(If yes)
B. Please describe any connections you have made between the sermons and
everyday life.

8. A. Have you had any conversations with other people about the sermons you
heard and/or the visuals used during the sermon series?
B. Was the person with whom you talked

_______ a family member,

_______another Christian, or

_______someone outside of the Church?
C. Can you briefly describe the conversation?
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APPENDIX C
Third Letter to Participants, Third Interview Script
Reverend William R. Jarrett
3222 NC HWY 134
Asheboro, NC 27205
336.629.8163
revrayj@earthlink.net
October 4, 2007
Dear XXXX,
I thank you for your participation in my research project on biblical preaching.
You may remember the project included three interviews, conducted by phone. Thank
you for participating in the first two interviews. The third interview will occur between
the weeks of October 7 and October 21, 2007 and should take 15 to 20 minutes to
complete. I hope you can continue participating in the final interview. If you are not able,
please inform XXXXXXXXXX, who will conduct the interview. Once again, I thank you
for your participation and I look forward to sharing with the congregation what I have
learned and experienced during this research phase.
In Christ,
Billy Jarrett
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THIRD INTERVIEW SCRIPT
Hi ______________________. This is _____________, I’m calling to ask you some
questions as part of Reverend Jarrett’s dissertation project. We need about 15 minutes or
so to complete the questions. Is now a good time? (If not, then ask for a more convenient
time.)
The interview will involve a few main questions and some follow-up questions.
You are participating voluntarily and may choose not to answer if you wish. Reverend
Jarrett will use data from the answers you give in his dissertation. Reverend Jarrett will
receive a written transcript of your answers.
I need to record this phone call to report your answers accurately. Again,
Reverend Jarrett will not be listening to the taped recordings. I need to turn on the
recorder and then ask you for permission to record the call.

___________________, may I have permission to record this interview?
Thank you.
Interview Questions
1. Silently recite the Apostles’ Creed. Using the Apostles’ Creed as a guide, briefly
describe the major themes of the Bible.
2. Do you remember any of the symbols used during Reverend Jarrett’s sermon
series on the Apostles’ Creed?
3. If so, can you describe, in as much detail as possible, what you remember?
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Follow up: Have you noticed similar symbols elsewhere? Did seeing the
symbol(s) make you think about the sermon that used the symbol(s)?
4. Can you describe, in as much detail as possible, the sermon associated with the
symbolism you have just described? OR (If they cannot remember) Think about
one sermon from the sermon series which you remember best, and describe in as
much detail as possible the theme of the sermon.
5. Can you describe, in as much detail as possible, any effect that sermon may have
had on you?
(Some examples: caused a person to look differently at a past event; a
better appreciation for the Christian faith; a deeper love for God, or
impacted your relationship with someone)
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APPENDIX D
Biblical Narrative Sermons on the Apostles’ Creed
Sermon One
“Someone to Believe In”
Isaiah 43:1-13; 1 Peter 1:3-9
Flag Springs UMC June 3, 2007
As a child, I traveled with my father to antique car shows. Every year we would
go to one in Maggie Valley, North Carolina. Each year a man would set up a wooden box
and place a sign in front of the box. The sign read, “Snakes: 1 baby rattler and 2
copperheads.” People would walk by, stop, and stare. Occasionally, someone’s curiosity
would triumph and they would slowly open up the top and cautiously take a peak,
expecting three snakes to strike at any second. Some would quickly slam the lid and walk
away in disgust. Others would simply close the lid and walk away laughing. Some people
simply will not believe anything unless they see for themselves.
How strange the words of Peter must sound:
Though you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not
see him now, you believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible joy,
for you are receiving the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls! (1
Pet. 1:8-9)
Though we have never seen him, though we cannot see him now, we believe. Even
though we cannot prove to anyone asking for physical, verifiable evidence, we are
persuaded in the truth of God’s existence. While we were not there to witness the
resurrected Christ appear to the disciples gathered in a locked room, nonetheless we have
confidence in the story told in the Scriptures and confirmed in the lives of Christ’s
followers. Simply, we believe. But believing isn’t always simple.
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We believe in God, revealed in Jesus Christ, present through the Holy Spirit in the
midst of a disbelieving culture. From Watergate to Clinton-Lewinsky to weapons of mass
destruction, we are skeptical of politicians. From higher gasoline prices to corporate
scandal, we doubt big business. From one church scandal and cover-up after another, we
are suspicious of religious leaders.
Nowhere is the distrust and disbelief of our culture expressed more than in the
music/entertainment industry. In the early 1990s, a rock band named Poison released a
song entitled Something to Believe In. No one would mistake Poison for a gospel group,
but their song struck a nerve. The chorus is a prayer:
[G]ive me something to believe in
If there’s a lord above
And give me something to believe in
Oh, lord arise.
Poison was not the only band to record a song entitled Something to Believe In. Artists
across the music spectrum, from Country to Alternative, have recorded different songs
with the same title. In Bon Jovi’s song, the words are “In a world that gives you nothing
We need something to believe in.”
Now we live in a time when people struggle to proclaim what they believe.
People are embarrassed to admit belief in God. Did you see the nervousness expressed by
people as they tried to answer the question, “Do you believe in a higher power?” One
person handed the microphone back to the interviewer. Another person described belief
in a higher power as simply, “whatever is positive” in a person’s life. Challenged by the
presence of many religions with differing beliefs, few people express their faith
confidently. Not sure of what they believe, people fumble when asked to state their
beliefs.
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We long for the day when belief came easy for us. We seek the day when we can
say “I believe” without fear of ridicule. If only things were like a few years ago, we try to
convince ourselves. Somehow we think belief came easier in times past, but not so. Like
the time in which we live now, Christians in the early centuries following Christ’s death
and resurrection encountered many religions. Every day, Christians encountered people
who believed differently, people who challenged Christians trying to live lives faithful to
the gospel.
Over time, Christians came to state their beliefs through the Apostles’ Creed.
When people professed faith in Christ and became members of the Church, they received
instruction about the Creed, and memorized the Creed so they could confidently share
their faith and so their belief would govern their behavior. The Creed starts out with the
words “I believe” and then affirms the basic Christian beliefs by telling the story of
God’s great action in creating the world, redeeming the world from sin and preparing for
a glorious, eternal future.
Though separated by hundreds of years, Isaiah and Peter tell the same story. God
reaches out to the world, first through Israel and then through the Church to draw people
into a saving relationship through faith. Isaiah proclaims “apart from God there is no
savior” and celebrates God’s presence during the difficulties of life (43:11). Likewise,
Peter proclaims God’s gracious gift of new life through faith in Jesus Christ and
celebrates the faithfulness of those whose faith grows stronger through times of struggles.
The closing words to Poison’s song paint a very somber picture: “I drive by the
homeless sleeping on a cold dark street, like bodies in an open grave, underneath a
broken old neon sign that used to read “’Jesus Saves.’” Every day, people look in hope
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for something to believe in, yet their search is not really for something, but rather, for
someone—God. For many in search of God, the Church, Christians, are nothing more
than broken old neon signs. We have a “living hope through the resurrection of Jesus
Christ from the dead” and “an inheritance that can never perish, spoil, or fade,” yet we
live as those with no hope, no future. The joy that comes when we experience the love,
grace, and forgiveness of Jesus Christ has faded into the distant past, replaced with fear
and apprehension over daily life. Like many of the people interviewed on the street, we
are timid in expressing our beliefs. Like some, our behaviors challenge our beliefs.
I know some of you may be wondering what people saw when they lifted the lid
and looked into the box. When people lifted the cover of the box labeled “1 baby rattler
and 2 copperheads,” they saw a baby rattler and 2 copperheads, but they didn’t see any
snakes. Inside the box was a baby rattle and two pennies. Expecting to see three snakes,
perhaps coiled and ready to strike, they saw instead poor imitations. Some people
laughed at themselves while others disliked the deception. Today many people are
searching to believe in something. Many people in search for belief look at Christians and
walk away in disgust, seeing very little of the faith we profess expressed in our daily
lives.
Though we have not seen him, we believe in Jesus Christ. Though we do not
know what he looks like, God, through the Holy Spirit, is forming us in the image of his
Son Jesus Christ. From Genesis to Revelation, from Isaiah to Peter, God calls people into
a never-ending relationship through faith. God does not limit the call to our own
individual selves but sends us out into the world to tell the world we believe. God sends
us out to a skeptical world at best and a disbelieving world at worst: to those who have
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eyes but do not see God’s presence, to those who have ears but do not hear God’s voice.
God sends us out to be light in a world of darkness, to bring hope in the midst of despair,
to be a working sign that points people to Jesus Christ, to the One in whom people can
believe.
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Sermon Two
“The One to Believe In, Part One”
Genesis 1:1-2; Ephesians 1:1-11
Flag Springs UMC, June 10th, 2007
“And God saw that is was good.” We read the opening words of the Scriptures.
We find the phrase repeated “and God saw that it was good.” On the first day when God
created light and separated the light from darkness, he saw that it was good. On the
second day, when God created the seas and the dry land and the plant life, God saw that it
was good. On the third day he creates the stars and skies. The fourth day he creates the
plant life and animals. Humans come along later, on the sixth day, but after every act of
creation, God says creation is good. Creation is God’s good gift, created not because God
needed a creation to govern but he gifted creation first to Jesus Christ for whom he
created the world. Then he gave us life to reveal his limitless love. Creation itself is the
very revelation of God’s love. God made all of creation good.
The phrase “God saw” helps explains why you see a couple of symbols in the
church today of an eye in the midst of a triangle. Long ago, when the concept of
“freedom of religion” did not exist, in the early church period when it was illegal to
worship anything other than Caesar, Christians struggled with a way to convey their faith
to one another. They struggled with a way to remember when they went about their daily
lives, all that they learned, and all they experienced as they worshipped Jesus Christ. So
they used symbolism to express their faith because symbols point beyond themselves to a
deeper reality.
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You may be more familiar with the fish that you see on cars and other places,
symbolizing Jesus Christ. The eye inside of a triangle symbolizes the watchful eye of the
triune God, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit whom Christians worship. Do you
remember the phrase from Genesis, “God saw that it was good?”
We saw last week some people are quite comfortable believing in a higher being:
a creative force, yet impersonal. A creative force which exists but isn’t really known.
Some people are quite comfortable simply believing in a higher power. After all, an
impersonal creative force doesn’t expect much of us and cannot ask anything of us. But
Christians cannot settle for believing in an impersonal, creative force. The statement
which begins the great confession of our faith, the Apostles’ Creed, is, “I believe in God
the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth.” Last week we looked at what it means
to confess belief in God. Now comes the phrase, “God the Father Almighty, maker of
heaven and earth.”
Throughout the Old Testament, time and time again, we find reference to God as
the God who created the heavens and the earth. When we hear those words— heavens
and the earth—our minds fill with images of heaven being some far off distant place. God
is on his throne there, and we are here on the earth. Heaven is filled with beauty, and
earth is filled with chaos. God reigns in heaven; evil reigns here on earth. The phrase
“maker of heaven and earth” means something different though. In proclaiming God as
“maker of heaven and earth,” we confess God created all there is. God created
everything. The psalmist said the heavens are yours and the earth is yours. In another
place the psalmist says give praise to he who created the masterful heavens.

Jarrett 168
On the screen you see a picture of the Helix Nebula. Long ago when the psalmist
said to praise God for the beauty and majesty of the created heaven, people looked into
the starlit sky at night and saw tiny specks of light twinkling in the night sky, but they
had no idea of the beauty, majesty, and grandness we have come to know. Through
powerful telescopes we have experienced images such as these—this Helix Nebula,
which scientists estimate is a trillion mile long cloud of interstellar dust, emanating from
a star much like our own sun. Scripture say God is bigger, and grander, and greater than
just a fraction of the universe which measures a trillion miles long. God almighty and
powerful spoke into being a universe containing a trillion mile long cloud of gas. God
speaks into being your life and my life.
In the New Testament, we find God the creator of heaven and earth identified
with Jesus Christ. Paul said so in his letter to the Ephesians. “All praise to God the Father
of our Lord Jesus Christ who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly
realms, because He chose us before the creation of the world to be adopted into His
family.” To say, “I believe in God the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth,” is to
confess we find ourselves experiencing life which comes through faith in Jesus Christ.
Paul says this God who created the heavens and the earth, God who was revealed in Jesus
Christ, the God who Jesus calls Father has prepared for us blessings beyond belief—an
inheritance that will not spoil or fade; an inheritance fully to be experienced in eternity,
and one we experience in our lives here today.
Over the last several decades, this confession of God as Father has drawn a lot of
criticism. It is safe to say one of the greatest social struggles of our time is the role of
fathers in children’s lives. Some gathered here perhaps can look back and enjoy fond
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memories of a dad who is everything a dad should be—a leader, someone who loved at
all times, someone who disciplined, somebody who was there to help you grow up.
Sadly, over the last several decades and generations, it is just as likely, if not more, for
someone to remember a father who was not present, or a father who abused the mother
and the children. Some people have challenged the Christian faith on this very issue,
claiming calling God father prevents people from coming to God. When we call God
father, we are joining Jesus, who called God father. Through faith in Christ, we have
been adopted into the Holy family. God becomes the father that we could never
experience here on earth.
Perhaps Jesus was quite aware of how difficult it is for us to understand the
unique limitless love of God for us human beings. One day he told a story. As soon as I
name it you will remember it, most likely. Interestingly, people not associated with the
church will recognize it as well. If you were to ask someone on the street, they may not
be able to give you the details, but they could give you the summary. It is the parable of
the prodigal son. You probably know it very well. One day Jesus is talking, and He
shares a story about two sons. One son, the older of the two, does everything the father
wants. He is right by the father’s side, obeys the father’s command, never challenges the
father. He is simply the model child.
Then we get to the second child syndrome. The second child is completely
different from the first. One day this child decides that he has had enough of living under
the constraints of his father’s household. He recognizes that his father has amassed quite
a number of possessions and money. Not willing to wait until his father passes on he
wants his inheritance now, so he goes to his father and says, “Dad, I want my part now. I
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just want to go off and live my life as I choose.” He doesn’t hear any, “Well, son let’s sit
down and talk about this. You are about to make the biggest mistake of your life.” He
hears none of what we would expect a loving father to say to a son who wants to leave.
Jesus simply says the father divides the lot and hands part of everything to the second
son. The second son goes off and starts living the way he wants in another country, living
it up, partying, wasting away the inheritance he has received, until he comes to the day
when he no longer has any money to buy any food. He finds himself on the street,
begging and rummaging through trash for enough to eat. He realizes his father’s servants
back home have a much better life than he does. They have a place to sleep, food to eat,
and so he desires to go back to his father, confess his sin, and offer to live not as a son but
as a servant if his father will welcome him back.
The father, much like God who is watching over us and watching from a distant
perspective, looks along the horizon one day and begins to see a shadowy figure
materialize and as the figure gets closer the father realizes his second son is coming
home. He runs out to meet him, bringing the best clothes in the house, tells the servants to
go and kill the best animals in the field because they are going to have a celebration. His
son who once was lost is now found. The dad meets the son out there with open arms
ready to shower his limitless love on his wayward son. None of this, “I told you so.”
None of this, “Son, what did you do with the money I sent you?” Nothing, except the
open arms of an eternal love which Jesus says is what it means to know God as Father.
“I believe in God the Father Almighty, creator of heaven and earth.” We
acknowledge God as the creator as the heaven and earth. God created and declared
everything was good, but something happened on the way to heaven as the old saying
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goes. We sinned. You and I were born into a world of conflict. Initially, we did not have
anything at all to do with the conflict, but as we grew we witnessed one broken
relationship after another among human beings. As we grew we finally decided we would
walk in the counsel of our own ways rather than the counsel of God and so we sinned,
breaking fellowship with God, breaking fellowship with each other. Once again, God’s
limitless power, his almighty power, breaks into our situations to rescue us from those
broken relationships and sending Jesus Christ, his eternal son, to be not only God, but
human. As God and human, Jesus overcame death and draws us into God’s eternal life,
so the inheritance God prepared for us at the beginning of time waiting the day we come
to faith in Christ becomes ours through faith in Jesus Christ.
Now, the Church makes a bad decision if we back away from telling others that
God, the eternal Father of our Jesus Christ, stands ready to receive all people who will
come and express faith in Christ. We grow up in a society which wants everything to be
fair, and some of us are asking the question, “Well, what about God’s judgment for the
times we have broken fellowship or what about God’s judgment on the people that have
done us wrong?” “What about God’s judgment on our own sin?” Well, in the parable of
the prodigal son, we see the wisdom of the father. He knew when the son came back
begging for help, the “I told you” so speeches were pointless, for in experiencing
separation from his father because of the decision to go and live his life his way, the son
had already experienced the judgment on his actions. So it is with God and with us. We
experience God’s judgment during the time that we are separated from him because of
our sins, but God’s limitless love waits for us to come home, to come and receive
forgiveness of our sins and the everlasting love.
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The gift of God begins with creation. The gift of God is renewed in Jesus Christ,
dying for our sins and once again when we receive the gift of God as the Holy Spirit calls
us into faith in a life that lasts forever. The phrase, I believe in God the Father Almighty,
maker of heaven and earth, for faithful Christians is a confession. It is a confession that
through the Holy Spirit we have been called into the faith of Jesus Christ. To those who
are searching, to those who are seeking, to those who want brokenness inside of the
healed and transformed, to those who really, really hunger and thirst to be a brand new
person, “I believe in God the Father Almighty” is a call. A call to experience the power
of God which made what is seen from what is unseen. The God who transcends a trillion
mile long of cloud of interstellar dust is also the God who has come to us in Jesus Christ,
who through the Holy Spirit calls us into an everlasting faith, an everlasting life. The God
who created the beauty of this earth and the heavens gives us the gift of new life, by
taking the old and transforming it, by taking the hurts, and bringing joy. May we confess
our faith in the God who creates, who through Jesus Christ redeems us from sin and
forgives us, who through the Holy Spirit calls us into his eternal life.
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Sermon Three
“The One to Believe In—Part 2”
Isaiah 61:1-2; John 14:1-7
Flag Springs UMC June 17t, 2007
“I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord.” With those words, the Creed
shifts focus from God the Father of Jesus Christ to Jesus himself. To make certain that
Jesus is confused with no one else, we confess Jesus is Christ, the eternal Son of the
eternal God, and we call him Lord. Whether we’ve never heard of the Creed, or whether
we can recite the Creed, Christians know Jesus and often refer to him as Jesus Christ. We
call him Son of God, though when pressed to explain what that means, we don’t know
what to say. We too easily call Jesus Lord, not realizing the power, importance, and
meaning of that one word.
After calling, teaching, training, nurturing, correcting, and sometimes
withstanding his disciples, Jesus has just announced he will be leaving them shortly for a
destination where they cannot follow. Anxiety sweeps over the disciples. When you learn
your best friend is leaving, you start thinking about the future. Where? How will the
friendship change? When will you get together again? Jesus’ disciples were filled with all
those questions. We might suspect Peter to be the one so anxious about Jesus’
announcement. Not so. Thomas is the one who seems most unsettled about what Jesus
has revealed. Or, at least Thomas is the one who speaks the questions on everyone’s
minds. “Where are you going, Jesus?” “How do we know the way?”
“Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me. In my Father’s
house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you. I am going there to
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prepare a place for you” (John 14:1-2). To be sure, those verses are not as widely known
as John 3:16 (“For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, that
whosoever believes in him shall not perish but have everlasting life”), but they may be
among the most familiar in Scripture. Often spoken at funerals, these words of Jesus are
familiar—even familiar to those not considered regular attenders. “Do not let your hearts
be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me. In my Father’s house are many rooms; if it
were not so, I would have told you. I am going there to prepare a place for you” (John
14:1-2).
Jesus looking out for us: that’s the Jesus we know and the Jesus with whom we’re
most comfortable. Even though Jesus doesn’t mention the word, certainly what Jesus
must be talking about is heaven: “Father’s house,” “prepare a place for you,” or “I will
come back and take you to be with me.” Jesus punches our ticket to heaven. Like a life
insurance policy kept in a safety deposit box, “I believe in Jesus Christ” means the most
when we experience the experience we most dread: death. Like entrance into a childhood
clubhouse or like a combination lock, “I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son our Lord”
are the magical, secret codes to open the gates of heaven.
Jesus might well have trouble recognizing himself in many sermons today. If
Jesus is not presented in a way which keeps him at arms’ length till the moment of our
deaths, then often Jesus is proclaimed as the one who is the key to our financial and
material security. Watch the so-called TV evangelists (though I caution to choose wisely)
and you encounter a Jesus who can quickly reward your belief in him with material
possessions for which you never dreamed. Suddenly, Jesus has a benefit for the “here and
now,” not just when death comes. Believe in Jesus and you can count yourself in the
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prestigious “lifestyles of the rich and famous” crowd. Believe in Jesus and you get the
benefits of E-trade without the risks. Believe in Jesus and cash in on an unbelievable
return without risking anything.
No, Jesus would struggle recognizing himself in sermons today. Now, before
anyone accuses me of being too negative, Jesus preached a sermon about himself one
day, and his sermon landed him in trouble. After experiencing temptation from Satan for
forty days, Jesus reemerges from the wilderness in Nazareth and shows up at the
synagogue. Already known as an exceptional teacher, Jesus receives the invitation to
preach as someone hands him the scroll of Isaiah. He unrolls the scroll to the reading that
corresponds to chapter 61:1-2: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, for he has appointed
me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the
prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the
year of the Lord’s favor.” Then Jesus said, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your
hearing.” Those gathered in that Nazarene synagogue could hardly believe the words they
heard: Jesus had inserted himself into the Scripture. Even more, Jesus asserted, he, yes
he, is the anointed one, the Messiah, the chosen one, the Christ of God. Jesus is the one
who comes to save people. Not from the brink of financial ruin, not just from death, no,
Jesus comes to save us for life. Jesus comes to save creation. Jesus proclaims he is the
one sent by God to overcome sin, restore creation, and bring everything into a proper
relationship with God. Yes, Jesus would have trouble recognizing the good news of many
sermons today: the good news that people can believe in him as the way into heaven or
the fast track to financial security. Jesus would have trouble believing in himself, or at
least believing in the way people present him today.
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Not only Jesus, but the original evangelists, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, also
would struggle with the Jesus that many people believe in today, especially John. Jesus is
the key to effective leadership strategies. Jesus can make you a better manager. Jesus is a
great teacher whose insights make practical sense. Jesus can help you live better. But to
believe in Jesus as the eternal Son of God—the very way John portrays Jesus—well,
that’s just not practical.
To be sure, to explain how Jesus is eternal, like God, yet distinct from God is
difficult, and we all struggle to understand. The atheist philosopher turned Christian C. S.
Lewis offered one explanation. He said the relationship between God the Father and
Jesus the Son is similar to the relationship between thoughts and words. Without words,
we cannot produce thoughts, but without thoughts words have no meaning (172-74).
(Think about that over lunch.) Jesus, the eternal Word, is the Son of God. Jesus, the Son
of God, is sent by God to overcome sin, defeat death, restore creation, and draw people
into an eternal relationship with God.
Jesus says, “Trust in God, trust also in me.” In other words, believe in God,
believe in me. Bold. “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father
except through me” (John 14:6). Arrogant! Exclusive! If Christians struggle with God the
Father, the rest of the world struggles with Jesus’ claim to be the only way to God.
Jesus says when we know him, we know God who sent him. The disciples had
seen many signs from Jesus. One day Jesus turned water into wine. Another time Jesus
set free a possessed man. On his way to heal a man’s daughter, Jesus also healed a
woman who had spent her life savings seeking cures for her free bleeding. When a huge
crowd gathered to hear Jesus preach, he took two fish and five loaves of bread and fed
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more than five thousand people. He healed a blind man, raised Lazarus from the dead,
and opened the eyes of the soldier at the foot of the cross who proclaimed “truly, this was
the Son of God” (Mark 15:39). Good news to the poor, freedom for the oppressed, broken
hearts made whole, blind eyes opened, evil conquered, death defeated. Jesus had shown
the disciples he is who he claimed to be: the Messiah, the Christ, the Son of God.
The Jesus the world often sees is not the Jesus of Scripture but a Jesus who makes
people comfortable with themselves just as they are. After all, Jesus is most important
only when we die, but Jesus is not the Lord of death. Jesus is the Lord of the life.
Through Jesus, God created the universe and gifted us with life. Through Jesus by the
Holy Spirit, God overcame sin and defeated death, offering the gift of redemption.
Through Jesus, by the Holy Spirit, God prepares us and creation for eternal life.
In using the limits of language, Jesus calls us to believe in what our eyes cannot
see. Jesus calls us to open our blind eyes. “In my Father’s house are many mansions, if it
were not so, I would have told you. I go to prepare a place for you and if I go and prepare
a place for you I will come again” (John 14:2-3). Jesus not only calls us to a particular
eternal location but to a present way of life. “I believe in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our
Lord”: a confession by faithful believers, a prayer of faith by sinners. Through our lives
the world either encounters a Jesus reserved for the time of death, or the ever-present
savior who heals broken hearts, sets captives free, and open blind eyes to the vision of
God’s kingdom present in the world.
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Sermon Four
Stable and Table
Isaiah 9:1-7; Matthew 1:18-25
Flag Springs UMC June 24, 2007
Great! Some of you may be thinking, “We get the preacher back for a ninth year
only to realize he’s lost his mind. Why did we sing a Christmas carol on the last Sunday
of June? Why did we sing Joy to the World at the beginning of summer, in the Church
season of Kingdomtide?”
I suppose the questions are fair. We don’t normally think of Christmas this time
of year. Oh, maybe we’ll hear of a retailer’s “Christmas in July” sale. Some of you may
already be Christmas shopping, taking advantage of special sales, finding the right
present at a bargain price. But for most of us, Christmas is a long ways off. Kids are
enjoying summer vacation and, of course, the new school year must begin before we get
into the official Christmas season.
So, “Why sing Joy to the World in the summer?” Besides being a great Christmas
carol, or maybe the reason Joy to the World is so loved by Christians, the song joyfully
expresses the foundations of the Christian faith. “Joy to the world, the Lord is come. Let
earth receive her King.” “Joy to the world, the Savior reigns. Let all their tongues
employ.” The song affirms musically what Christians term the Incarnation. Jesus, the
eternal Son of God, present in the world as a human being.
If you are not familiar with the Apostles’ Creed, you may wonder why Christians
should know or memorize the Creed. Perhaps you’ve attended a church where the
congregation recites the Creed. Maybe, as with my grandmother, you attended a funeral
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which included the Apostles’ Creed. Maybe you’ve wondered, “Just what is the big deal,
and why do we need the Creed?”
The Apostles’ Creed, the summary of the Christian faith, begins proclaiming the
creating presence of God, “I believe in God the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and
earth.” Then the Creed moves to one special, unique person: Jesus of Nazareth. “I believe
in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord, who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of
the Virgin Mary.” “Conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary,” we
recognize those phrases from the Christmas story. The Creed simply proclaims the story
of Scripture: God creates all there is, redeems human beings and creation from sin, and
completes the task of creating by establishing his rule and reign forever, without end.
But, Christians can’t rush into talk of redemption without first talking about Jesus
the Christ, born in Bethlehem. You can’t talk about, seek, claim, or experience the
forgiveness of sins without dealing with Jesus’ birth. So, maybe dealing with Christmas
in the heat of summer is good. We’re not preoccupied with Christmas parties, play
practices, final exams, ten more shopping days, and crowded stores.
Matthew gives a brief, but important, account of Jesus’ birth. Joseph and Mary
were in the second of three stages in preparation for marriage. Unlike our culture which
allows men and women to choose for themselves who they will marry, Joseph and
Mary’s marriage was arranged by their parents, most likely during their childhood. Now,
Joseph and Mary were in the one-year period of engagement, not completely married, but
committed to the relationship to such an extent that any breakup was viewed as a divorce.
As you might expect, cheating, carrying on an affair, would be grounds for such a
breakup. So Mary is “found to be with child,” pregnant in other words. Joseph thinks
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about taking her somewhere else, for two reasons: to save her life, adultery in punishable
by death—for both the man and woman who have the affair; secondly, to spare the child
from growing up listening to people’s taunts about being fatherless. In those days,
genealogy was very important, and fatherless children were considered outcasts.
Now, Matthew doesn’t tell us how Joseph thought he could pull off his idea of
divorcing Mary quietly. It doesn’t matter. In a dream, Joseph receives a message from the
Lord’s angel: “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife,
because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and
you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins”
(Matt. 1:20-21). Matthew then emphasizes the connection to the God of Israel by quoting
the promise of Isaiah: “The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they
will call him ‘Immanuel’—which means, ‘God with us.’”
“Conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary” proclaims the Christmas
story we know so well, and also the Incarnation, which we appreciate so little. Even if
you don’t think I’ve lost my mind by having us sing Joy to the World in June, many
people think we’ve all lost our minds for believing in something so unbelievable. And so
many people dismiss the Christian faith, if not for believing in a God they cannot see, but
because Jesus is born in a way unlike any other person: without a human father and
mother through the normal means of conception. How is someone born without a human
father? How does a virgin give birth?
But, the unique person of Jesus of Nazareth calls for such a unique birth. Who
alone can save but God who cannot sin? Who alone can defeat death but the Lord of
Life? No, Matthew tells us of a birth we should expect of one born to save people from
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their sins. Jesus is both the eternal Son of God and born of the Virgin Mary. God and
human.
And so, Joseph and Mary wind up in Bethlehem, the ancestral home of Joseph.
Bethlehem is a name we know well, but whose meaning we may not. Bethlehem means
“house of bread.” Long ago, when the name “Jesus Christ” could land you in the ring
with gladiators, lions, and other instruments of death, the Church communicated through
symbolism. Wheat is a symbol of the Incarnation, of Jesus’ birth, of his presence as
human with humans. Surprising at first, but as a symbol, wheat communicates very well
the person and work of Jesus Christ.
One day in his ministry, Jesus spoke words very familiar to Christians, “I am the
Bread of Life.” Powerful, and if you don’t mind the phrase, very pregnant, words—filled
with meaning. Though the Atkins diet downplays the importance of bread, we all need
bread. Perhaps not the refined, enriched white bread, but what we come to know as
“wholesome, whole grains” that provide the fiber our bodies need. Go anywhere in the
world, and you will find bread, provided people have the means to produce the crops
required. Pita bread or flour tortillas, rye or pumpernickel, whole wheat or corn, biscuits
or sour dough, every culture has a recipe for bread. When Jesus says he is the “bread of
life,” he makes a claim anyone in any culture can explore. Bread keeps us alive. Jesus as
“Bread of Life” gives us life, nurtures our lives.
Preparing the disciples for his crucifixion, Jesus eats the Passover meal with them,
the meal that remembers and celebrates God’s saving of Israel while in slavery in Egypt.
At one point in the meal, Jesus take bread, breaks the bread, gives it to the disciples and
says, “Take. Eat. This is my body, which is given for you” (Matt. 26:26). Jesus, the Bread
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of Life gives his body that we will have eternal life. Jesus, the Lord of Life, defeats death.
Later Jesus take a cup filled with wine, the cup of Judgment, and says. “Take. Drink. This
is my blood, poured out for you and for many, for the forgiveness of sins” (Matt. 26:2728). Jesus, the Lord of Life, dies, shed his blood, so that you and I may receive
forgiveness for sins we commit and be freed from guilt.
A few weeks ago, a pastor from another denomination asked me the reason for the
table being in the center and the pulpit at the side. I explained to him that together, the
pulpit and the table communicate the presence of Jesus Christ, as Word and through the
celebration of communion. The conversation ended before I thought to share with him
that the table also signifies the meal which Scripture says we all will experience one day:
the day when we all dwell in the presence of God forever and ever; the kingdom meal of
which Jesus spoke.
In a few months, we will be in the full swing of celebrating Christmas. Christmas
parties, Christmas plays, candlelight services will all be on our calendars. Some of us
may be asked to take a part in Christmas program or play. For a night, we’ll take a spot in
the Christmas story, maybe even being one of those gathered round the stable, and we’ll
celebrate Jesus’ birth.
Today, Jesus invites us to a spot around this table, this table that points us to
Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection. Today, we celebrate the salvation from sin and gift of
eternal life, made possible through Jesus: birth, crucifixion, and resurrection. Coming to
experience the Lord’s Supper, Holy Communion, or Eucharist is our response to God’s
grace given in Jesus Christ, revealed by the Holy Spirit. We acknowledge our life as gift
from God, confess our sins, receive God’s forgiveness, eat bread, and drink juice. We
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celebrate God’s act of creating our world, giving us life, redeeming us from sin, and
eternal life in his presence in a new heaven and earth.
Come in faith and respond for yourself, but Jesus does not call you to a
momentary role in a Christmas play. Jesus calls all of us to go forth into the world to be
his disciples, his followers. As you live faithful lives, as you give the grace you have
received, as you give the forgiveness you have received, others will see just how true the
birth of Jesus really is. Others will see “Conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin
Mary” points to the one who is the Bread of life, the one who “saves people from their
sins.”
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Sermon Five
“The Passion of Love”
Psalm 22; Hebrews 2:5-18
Flag Springs UMC July 1, 2007
“God is not great.” Now, those are not my words, nor my thoughts for that matter.
God is not Great: How Religion Spoils Everything is the title of a book written by
Christopher Hitchens, a self-proclaimed atheist. Hitchens joins the likes of Richard
Dawkins in writing against belief in a supreme, intelligent being, named God. Before you
dismiss the book, or reach a hasty judgment that Hitchens is simply a loon who is not to
be taken seriously, currently Hitchens’ book is fourteenth on the Amazon.com list of
books sold, and seventh on the New York Times bestseller list.
Writing from a literary perspective, Hitchens attempts to show the world the
danger and futility of organized religion and belief in God. Evil and suffering, religious
believers who cannot confidently state what they believe, and believers who fail to act in
accordance with their beliefs are among the reasons he cites for disbelieving in the
existence of God.
Hitchens addresses the issue of violence and religion—of killing in the name of
God. Then, like all atheists, Hitchens probes the issues of pain and suffering. He notes the
troubled responses of Christian leaders in the wake of the Indonesian tsunami in 2004,
including one who even questioned the existence of God. Atheists find it quite
troublesome while at the same time beneficial to their cause when Christians waver in the
face of trouble.
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The writer of Hebrews has a different view: God is great! The writer of Hebrews
emphasizes the Incarnation: Jesus of Nazareth, the eternal Son of God. In being born
human, Jesus humbly gives up his status as the one through whom God created
everything and becomes a little lower than the angels (Heb. 2:9). The story of an infant’s
birth in Bethlehem that captivates much of the world in December isn’t complete without
encountering what that baby did as an adult. As human, Jesus confronted the temptations
we face: holding power over one another, seeking our welfare first, compromising
relationships through lying, cheating, etc. As the second person of the Trinity, as the
eternal Son of God, Jesus withstood those temptations. Jesus was completely obedient so
that we can experience, through the Holy Spirit, the transforming power of God. Through
the Incarnation Jesus become human so we can be born again as sons and daughters of
God.
Mocked by a crown made from thorns, lashed thirty-nine times with a whip laced
with bone fragments, impaled to a cross with huge spikes that we tamely call nails, Jesus
knew the suffering he faced. That’s why he prayed for another way to atone for our sins.
What does the word “hell” mean? Those of you who listen to country music may
be familiar with a song by Alan Jackson, Where I Come From. Included in the song are
the words, “Barney stopped me with his gun ten minutes after midnight.” For those
acquainted with southern culture, we can distinguish between Barney the police officer
and Barney the purple dinosaur. Those familiar with truckers know the difference
between a pistol and a radar gun.
Words evoke images in our minds. The primary image most often associated with
hell is a place of eternal fire (Matt. 5:22; Mark 9:43; Jas. 3:6). But Scripture associates
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other images with hell: a congregation of hypocrites, darkness, and “gloomy dungeons”
(Matt. 24:51; Matt. 25:30, 2 Pet. 3:4).
This phrase, this claim, is the most controversial, so controversial that some
congregations simply leave it out when proclaiming the Creed. So when Christians claim
Jesus “descended into Hell” what are we saying? I agree with most theologians who
believe the phrase “descended into Hell” emphatically stresses the reality of Jesus’ death,
of his entrance into the territory of Satan in order to defeat Satan’s only weapon: death
and eternal separation from the infinite love of God.
Though atheists scoff at the gospel of Jesus Christ, though Christians struggle to
explain how Jesus is good news in the midst of daily suffering or natural disasters, though
the world acts as if it does not want to hear about Jesus, nonetheless the world loves to
hear the story of Jesus and salvation, if told in a different form. The recent movie
Fantastic Four: The Rise of the Silver Surfer is the latest example.
In the climactic scene of the movie, a menacing demonic force named Galactus
enveloped in a cloud of interstellar dust is bearing down on planet Earth, bringing certain
destruction to all life. To prevent the destruction of the Earth, a shiny, silvery looking
extraterrestrial being riding a surf board flies directly into the cloud with arms
outstretched in the shape of a cross, and destroys the evil force and himself in the process.
The silver surfer looks hell straight in the eye, sacrifices himself, diverts disaster, and
saves humanity.
Sounds almost like the story of Jesus. Almost. Though Jesus descends into hell to
defeat the devil in his own kingdom, though Jesus tastes death for everyone, the story
does not end there. Jesus’ power is not in a silver surfboard but an old, rugged cross.
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Instead of dying never to be seen again, Jesus promised he would die and live again, but
that gets us into next week.
Ah! Next week. We use the term so casually. Though we plan on living through
the week and hopefully joining together again next week, we just don’t know what awaits
us. Though none of us wants to consider this, death may come for us or for someone we
love. What then?
Listen to some preachers today and you will hear how to make better use of your
time. Hear sermons from major pastors around the country and you will hear how Jesus is
the last piece to an otherwise complete life. Jesus is the key to self-improvement. To be
sure, talking of time management or Jesus as the final piece or the key to selfimprovement is much easier than talking of Jesus’ death on the cross.
We don’t like facing the indescribable pain and suffering of the Cross. Though we
do not like to confront pain and suffering, nonetheless pain and suffering find us. At
some point, whether through personal circumstance or through the effects of the
Indonesian tsunami or Hurricane Katrina, or some other disaster, pain and suffering find
us. At some point in time, the one experience common to all people will find us—death.
Though we may look back and wonder how we could have better used the time we had,
we will not find hope by looking back.
“I believe in Jesus Christ, His only Son our Lord, who was conceived by the Holy
Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead and
was buried. He descended into hell.” It’s hard to imagine Jesus enduring the pain of nails
pinning his bones against the wood to help us squeeze more activities into an already
overcrowded schedule. Jesus did not die on the cross so we could receive instruction on
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how to acquire better time management skills. It’s hard to envision Jesus screaming in
agony as the nails raked against his nerves just so we could smile and be positive. Jesus
did not die on the cross so we could hear empty shallow words such as, “Don’t be bitter,”
in the wake of Hurricane Katrina. It’s difficult to think that Jesus endured the pricks from
a crown of thorns so he could be the final piece to an otherwise well-adjusted life.
Jesus died on the Cross to transform the world. Jesus, through whom creation was
created, died and rose again to defeat the power of sin. Jesus died on the cross in an act of
love of God and of us. In Jesus, we see the passion of love, the suffering Jesus endured
because He loves us.
The writer of Hebrews knew the likelihood of encountering suffering. The writer
of Hebrews is confident of Jesus’ victory over sin and death, though at present we do not
see everything under Jesus’ control. Indeed we don’t. The terrorist bombing plot averted
in London this week, the daily bombings in Iraq, the far too common stories of pregnant
mothers killed by the fathers of their children all testify that things are not yet under the
full authority of Christ. We wait for the consummation, for the coming of Christ to see all
things evil and sinister finally vanquished in defeat. Until that time, Christ calls us to live
lives centered in the reality of his death and resurrection. He calls us to transform the
world with his power through the Holy Spirit as we faithfully face suffering, persecution,
and even death.
The world is dying to see signs of Jesus’ victory over sin and death, of Jesus’
transforming power in the midst of suffering. Two weeks ago Billy Graham’s wife, Ruth
Bell Graham, died. Though afflicted with Parkinson’s disease himself, the world heard
Billy Graham mourn the loss of his “life’s partner” while proclaiming his absolute faith
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in the resurrection and eternal life. The world is dying to know that the message of Jesus
isn’t some comic book storyline but is real, powerfully transformative and victorious. The
world waits for you and me to live as confidently as Billy Graham, as confidently as the
writer of Hebrews.
The writer of Hebrews knows that one day the question of suffering will move
from words on a page to words from our lips. The writer of Hebrews knows that one day
we will feel death’s sting. What then? The writer of Hebrews tells the good news that
Jesus of Nazareth, the eternal Son of God, in obedient love to God the Father, with a love
for us that outlasts the pain of suffering, tasted death that we might live forever as sons
and daughters of God.
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Sermon Six
“Christus Victor”
Psalm 16; Luke 24:35-49
Flag Springs UMC July 8, 2007
Kathy and I experienced a victory of sorts this week—a victory over the Internal
Revenue Service. Several weeks ago we received an invitation to participate in a math
quiz—otherwise known as an audit of our 2005 tax return. This week we received
notification that the IRS was pleased to inform us that they were making no changes to
our tax return. (Not nearly as pleased as Kathy and I, but somehow, I can’t imagine the
IRS being pleased about not collecting any more money.)
Victory: Every day we hear or read about victory. Every day we see some story
associated with victory. A baseball player slides into home plate in the bottom of the
tenth inning. One team will rise in victory and the other fall in defeat. Will the United
States and its allies be victorious in Iraq, or will the world witness the defeat of superior
technological weaponry at the hands of people armed with much less sophistication but
more determination? From a personal challenge to a baseball game to a war with global
implications, we hear, read, or speak of victory. We talk of victory, both small and great.
Early Christians also spoke of victory, of victory in the face of defeat, of life over
death. But Jesus’ disciples didn’t start out proclaiming victory; in fact, quite the opposite.
On Thursday evening, Jesus had gathered with the disciples to celebrate the Passover, the
yearly observance of God’s deliverance of the Israelites from slavery in Egypt. On that
Thursday night, led by Jesus, the disciples remembered the victory God achieved over the
Egyptians. God broke into history, confronted the Egyptians with a plague of death while
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passing over the homes of the Israelites protected by lamb’s blood on the doorposts. God
broke into history, freed a weak and powerless group of people enslaved by the Egyptian
king, and formed them to be his very own people. Amidst the bread, wine, herbs, and
brine, the disciples relived the story of God the creator of heaven and earth creating the
people Israel to live in a covenant relationship with him. God the creator of heaven and
earth give the Israelites their identity as God’s people.
If we think life comes at us fast today, so must have the disciples. The disciples
had no time to relax from supper, barely had time for the food to begin digesting before
Jesus hit them with the news: someone, one of them would betray him. Before the
disciples had time to process the thought, Jesus was in the garden of Gethsemane praying.
Before the disciples could determine why Jesus was so distraught, armed guards came to
arrest Jesus. The night had turned quickly from God’s love for the Israelites revealed
through victory over the Egyptians to uncertainty of what lay ahead.
Jesus’ opponents had arranged for a quick trial, conspiring to see Jesus’ killed and
his movement fail. Jesus appeared before two government officials: Pontius Pilate and
Herod Antipas. Uncertainty soon gave way to outright defeat. Jesus lost his case with the
government. From celebrating God’s victory over the Egyptians to Jesus’ dying on a
cross—all in less than a day. What once started in quiet optimism had ended in utter
defeat.
Defeat quickly succumbs to bewilderment. On Sunday afternoon two of Jesus’
followers were walking back to their Emmaus home talking about everything that had
happened: Jesus’ arrest and crucifixion and now the rumors that his body had
disappeared. Jesus appears to these followers, talks to them, eats with them, and tells
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them from the Scriptures how the Christ must suffer and die. During supper, the
followers recognize Jesus and rush back to Jerusalem to tell the other disciples. In
Jerusalem, the other disciples are talking among themselves, discussing Jesus’ empty
tomb and the reported sightings of Jesus throughout the area. As the Emmaus followers
join the disciples and tell Peter and the others of their experience, Jesus appears in the
room with them with the message, “Peace be with you!”
On the Third Day
And so the Apostles’ Creed declares, “I believe in Jesus Christ, His only Son our
Lord, who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under
Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead and buried. He descended into Hell. The third day he
rose from the dead.” People often challenge Christians with the observation of only two
days from Friday to Sunday. Indeed, the resurrection of Christ on Sunday only allows for
two days from Friday—Saturday and Sunday. But such an observation is only possible
when we separate the crucifixion from the resurrection—something we are prone to do in
our society, which loves to reduce events down to isolated actions. When appearing to his
disciples following his resurrection, Jesus speaks of his suffering and resurrection
together: Crucifixion without resurrection means nothing. Sunday without Friday is
meaningless. What began on Friday concluded on Sunday. Jesus’ death on Friday paved
the way for God’s victory over death on Sunday.
Rose Again from the Dead
If the phrase “suffered under Pontius Pilate, crucified, dead, and buried” is
verifiable through historical accounts other than the New Testament Scriptures, the
phrase “The third day he rose again from the dead” quickly returns the Creed back to a
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statement of faith. Dead people rising up, living, and breathing once again, eating and
talking, is something none of us have experienced.
For some reason, opponents of Jesus and the Christian faith try to dismiss
believing in Jesus’ resurrection by believing it was easier in Jesus’ day to believe in the
dead coming back to life. Believing in a dead person coming back to life is easy in the
pre-enlightened era of the first century. In the twenty-first century, though, we know talk
of rising from the dead belongs to the time when people believed in many gods, not the
time of advanced science and learning. The hecklers of the resurrection, and hence of the
Christian faith, conveniently forget Jesus lived in the shadows of Egyptian and GrecoRoman cultures. Jesus and his disciples lived after the time when Egyptians built
pyramids that still stun tourists today. Jesus and his disciples lived in a culture ruled by
the Romans who built roads, irrigation systems, amphitheatres, and the Coliseum.
Cynics say the followers of Jesus were so distraught over Jesus’ death they
constructed and then convinced others Jesus had risen from the dead. Cynics haven’t read
the gospels very closely. Of all the disciples, only John seems willing to believe in Jesus’
resurrection after he arrives at the empty tomb. All the others—they’re skeptical. Luke
even tells us of the disbelief among the disciples when Jesus appears to them. Believing
in the dead rising, walking, talking, and eating was as difficult on the Sunday morning
following Jesus’ crucifixion as it is to believe on Sunday morning July 8, 2007.
Christus Victor
Ironically, Christians bear partial responsibility for the difficulty in accepting the
resurrection of Jesus from the dead. Ask Christians, “What did Jesus do?” and many will
respond, “He died for my sins so I can go to heaven.” A victory to be sure, but an
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incomplete, maybe even shallow answer. Early Christians recognized Jesus died and rose
again for more than just our sins. Jesus died to redeem creation. In the cross and
resurrection of Jesus, God the Father and creator acts to free humanity enslaved to sin so
we can truly live. As through the Passover and Exodus, God called the Israelites to be his
people, through Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection God calls all people to become his
sons and daughters empowered by the Holy Spirit to live lives transformed by faith in
Jesus Christ.
God calls us to live Spirit-filled, transformed lives. Butterflies symbolize the
resurrection. A caterpillar, or larvae, enters a cocoon. A complete transformation happens
and what was once a caterpillar emerges as a beautiful winged insect. Through faith in
Jesus Christ, people die to their former ways and emerge to live new, transformed lives.
Through faith in Jesus Christ, people receive a new identity and calling. God gives us the
Holy Spirit so we may love God with all of our heart, soul, mind, and strength and so we
may love our neighbor as ourselves. Through the Holy Spirit, God transforms us into new
people, into his people, to love and be in service to the world for whom God sent Jesus to
die and rise again.
Christ the Victor: the early Christians saw in Jesus total victory. Love overcomes
hate. Good defeats evil. Light overcomes darkness. Humility trumps power. Covenant
conquers conspiracy. Through the cross and resurrection, God establishes a new and
everlasting covenant through faith in Jesus Christ. God calls us and transforms us into
people worthy to be called sons and daughter of God. Empowered by the Holy Spirit,
God sends us out to share with others the good news that Jesus died and rose again and to
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proclaim the consummation—the completing of creation when all creation will see and
experience the presence of the risen savior.
Shortly before Easter, a friend of mine had an experience as she tutored in an
elementary school. She read a book about Easter, about Jesus, the crucifixion, and
resurrection to some children, one of whom whose brother had died. Even though the
child had been in church, after reading the story, the child responded, “Wow, is this
real?” “Will I really see my brother again?” “This is incredible!” “Does everyone know?
We need to tell them!”
Some know though they don’t believe. Some don’t know and can’t believe. God
calls us to give witness to Christ the Victor in our lives, to live in such a way that others
see the power at work in us that raised Christ from the dead. “The third day he rose again
from the dead.” It’s the faith a world longs to believe, a faith without which the world
cannot live.
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Sermon Seven
“Judge Jesus”
Ecclesiastes 12:12-14; Acts 10:34-43
Flag Springs UMC July 15, 2007
Today begins the annual mission trip for our youth. Jeff Perry and my wife,
Kathy, along with several youth have left for Carolina Cross Connection. I will be joining
them after the morning worship services. We’ll be gone a week, so this past Wednesday I
took my sons to see the Transformers movie. Over two hours long, nonetheless the movie
held our attention; the story kept moving. After the movie we went to the coffee shop and
discussed the movie with someone who works there. We were talking about our favorite
parts of the movie. Unfortunately for another worker, our discussion gave away part of
the ending. No matter what movie or book, we all have parts of a story we like more than
other parts. So it is with the gospel. Ask Christians to name their favorite part of the
gospel, and most Christians probably will name the resurrection. Even though the
resurrection is the central part of the story, there’s more to the Christian faith than the
resurrection.
The Creed moves along quite quickly. In one breath we’re proclaiming the
foundation of the Christian faith: the crucifixion and resurrection. In the next phrase,
we’re pointing to the return of Christ. In a matter of seconds, the Creed takes us from first
century Israel to sometime, an unknown time in the future. One moment we’re
celebrating the redemptive sacrifice of Christ and then, for a brief moment, the Creed
peeks at the consummation: the future event when Jesus Christ returns in the final act of
creation to complete the redemption of humanity and the world. The gospel promises
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Christ will return one day in final victory, and so the Creed proclaims: He ascended into
heaven and sits at the right hand of God the Father Almighty, from whence he shall come
to judge the quick and the dead.”
Like the Creed itself, the book of Acts moves quickly, also. In chapter one, Luke
recounts the ascension of Jesus Christ. Jesus raised from the dead, rises into the sky and
returns to the immediate presence of God the Father. In chapter two, Jesus sends the Holy
Spirit, fills the disciples, and sends them out to draw others into relationship with God
through faith in Christ. People soon begin experiencing Christ the Victor. A crippled man
walks. A die-hard opponent of Christ and his followers kneels in surrender before Christ,
reverses course, and devotes his life to proclaiming what he once disavowed.
And now Peter, always a staunch defender of Jesus, except during Jesus’ trial
before Pontius Pilate, finds himself in an unlikely place—the home of a Gentile. Peter, a
lifelong faithful Jew, responds to the invitation of a foreigner, an alien and member of the
Roman government. All his life, Peter had listened and believed when told not to
associate with such people. Slowly, in response to the Holy Spirit, Peter grasped a new
reality. Jesus Christ overcomes the walls which separate people: diseases and immoral
behavior, different nationalities, and social status no longer hold final authority. God
shows no favoritism. God does not judge by human standards. God judges by Jesus. God
judges through Jesus. Through the cross, Jesus confronted the power of evil that
overcomes people’s love for God and neighbor. Through the cross, Jesus experiences the
consequences of people’s determined actions to refuse relationship with God. Jesus
experiences the selfishness that denies justice to others. God raises Jesus from the dead,
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vindicating his death, defeats sins, and grants Jesus the right to judge. He who
experienced temptation but never sinned judges us who are tempted and sin.
“From Whence He Shall Come.” The Christian faith proclaims the resurrected
and ascended Christ will return to earth one day. Ever since Christ returned to the side of
God the Father, Christians have wondered about, waited for, and predicted when Christ
will return. In every generation, someone comes forward claiming to know exactly when
Christ will return. Nearly twenty years ago, Edgar Whisenant wrote 88 Reasons Why
Christ Will Return in 1988, in which he predicted a specific day in September when
Christ would return. I don’t remember the exact date, but I do remember I was late to
philosophy class that morning. I lived with my parents at the time, and my mother would
wake me up around 6:30 a.m. when she would turn on her old Electrolux vacuum cleaner.
I think her old vacuum cleaner could compete with the roar of a jet engine. On the day
Whisenant predicted Christ to return, for some reason my mother did not vacuum, and I
woke up late. When I finally made it to philosophy class, the professor greeted me with a
smirk, saying he was happy that I had shown up. He was beginning to think that he and
the rest of the class had missed out on Christ’s return.
We’ve heard countless predictions of Christ’s imminent return. We’ve heard so
many, in fact, that now people dismiss them. In Jesus’ words, “No one knows the day or
hour that the Father has put in his own authority” (Acts 1:7). No one knows and now,
maybe only a few really believe in and look for Christ’s return. We live and face death,
but something happens when Christians lose sight that one day Jesus will come in
judgment. We give in to a very subtle and dangerous temptation. I confess I’m guilty of it
myself. In fact, only recently have I really grasped the reality. One theologian, Daniel
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Migliore, observes, “When Christ the savior is no longer expected as ruler and judge of
the earth, the church is tempted to make triumphalist claims to be ruler and judge in its
own right” (184). Sometimes theologians in studies and classrooms write about or speak
of ideas and situations which everyday people find difficulty believing in or agreeing
with. Unfortunately, experience confirms Migliore’s observation. Dan Kimball, a pastor,
writes of a person who grew up Christian but converted to Buddhism because while she
wanted she did not want her daughter growing up in church, exposed to so much
negativity (They Like Jesus 86). So many within our culture now views the Church not as
the fountain of grace but as a desert of judgment.
Judge Judy, Judge Joe Brown, The People’s Court, our society is obsessed with,
even entertained by, justice and judgment. We watch, indeed, participate in trials and
judicial proceedings. From O. J. Simpson to Scott Peterson, from Anna Nicole Smith to
Paris Hilton, the media broadcasted, people watched, chose sides, and stopped everything
when juries announced verdicts and judges imposed sentences. Whether a small claims
case or capital murder, child custody or spoiled people, we want people to get what’s
coming to them. And so when we think of Jesus the judge, likewise we have a vision of
people getting what’s coming to them.
But Jesus’ justice is not our sense of justice. God’s judgment is not our judgment.
God’s righteousness is not our righteousness. Retribution, revenge, and punishment
define human justice. One party wins, the other party loses. One emerges from the
courtroom victorious; the other defeated. One party exits through the public doors and
sometimes the other party exits through the back door handcuffed and escorted by
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bailiffs. But for the most part, with only the rarest of exceptions, the plaintiffs and
defendants never reconcile. Broken relationships remain broken.
“From whence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead.” The Christian faith
proclaims the return of Christ in judgment of those living, of those of us not blessed with
quickness, and those who have died. But Jesus’ justice is not our sense of justice. Jesus
comes in judgment not seeking retribution, revenge, and punishment. Jesus comes in
victory over sin and seeks the restoration, reconciliation, and forgiveness of sinners.
Judge Jesus comes in judgment so we may respond to God’s grace. For with God,
judgment and grace cannot be separated. God’s judgment of us as sinners is at the same
time an invitation. Accepting God’s judgment of our sin calls us to seek forgiveness and
reconciliation. Jesus comes in judgment not to condemn people but to call people: call
people to righteousness, call people to new life.
And so, like those who asked “what must we do” in response to Peter’s Pentecost
sermon, we need to ask, “Where do we stand” when we proclaim that one day Jesus will
return in judgment. Will we gather with the sheep or the goats? Will we join Jesus on the
right side of God or will we be sent away from God’s presence? Where will we stand?
Hans Urs Von Balthasar says, “From what we know of ourselves, we can assume: most
probably, on both sides” (71). We don’t find much comfort in those words, but we do
find truth. We see corruption in the church and won’t support it. Though at the same time
we’re fighting against that corruption, we don’t support the faithful work of the kingdom.
And we will be judged for that. We keep track of the good we do, but forget the bad
things we say or do or think. And we will be judged for that.
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And so all of us must confess we are sinners. Though we love God, we love
ourselves more than God, at times. We love ourselves more than others. And so we sin,
breaking relationships with God and with others. It doesn’t matter what actions,
behaviors, or words we use to express our broken relationships. And though we are mere
humans, we assume the role of judge. Those who yield to the Holy Spirit experience
God’s judgment, mediated through Jesus Christ, not as condemnation but commendation,
not with guilt but with grace. For in accepting the judgment of our sin, Christ makes us
the unrighteous righteous and commends us the condemned to experience the limitless
love of God the Father. We are all sinners, but thanks be to God through faith in Jesus
Christ we need not fear Christ’s return to judge all things. For by God’s grace, Christ’s
judgment makes us complete and fit for eternity.
As members of his body, Jesus calls the Church not to stand in judgment of the
world but to be in witness to the world. Like Peter, Jesus calls us to see people God has
declared clean through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. We go forth not to
speak judgment but to speak of the one who judges with grace and truth.
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Sermon Eight
The One to Believe In—Part 3
Joel 2:26-32; John 16:5-16
Flag Springs UMC July 22, 2007
Something intensely spiritual happened this week: The last book in the Harry
Potter series went on sale. Oh, we laugh, but a seventeen-year-old from Michigan flew to
London—remember they are a few hours ahead of us—to get a copy of the book. In
Australia people lined up for blocks in thirty-seven-degree weather— remember it is
winter in Australia right now—lined up for blocks in thirty-seven-degree weather to get
their hands on a book. In London, the book sold at the rate of fifteen copies per second
for seven hours (“Harry Potter Fans”). The latest and last Harry Potter book has become
the fastest selling novel of all time. You may know a little bit about the story, about a
teenage sorcerer or wizard. The interest in Harry Potter points to a desire to experience
something more than the physical world.
The world is hungry. Our world is hungry to be in touch with something more
than just physical things. There is a craving and a hunger throughout the world to
experience something on a spiritual level. A generation ago, people experienced the Star
Wars movie. People began proclaiming the movie’s catch phrase, “May the Force be with
you.”
Today we look at the phrase, “I believe in the Holy Spirit.” It is interesting to me
in an age so obsessed with spirituality, in a world searching, hungering, and thirsting to
be in contact with something profoundly deep, we Christians struggle to talk about the
Holy Spirit. You have heard the old cliché, two’s company; three’s a crowd. Christians
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are a lot like that when it comes to talking about our faith. We may not have too much
trouble starting out talking about God. We are more comfortable talking about Jesus
because we have connected to Christmas and Easter. But when it comes to talking about
the Holy Spirit, we start backing up, uncertain of what to say or how to say it. In my last
congregation, one of its traditions was that in the second week of August they would have
a six night revival from Sunday through Friday night. One year the congregation asked a
former pastor to preach the revival. I remember one night during that revival, he started
out with these words, “The sermon tonight is on the Holy Spirit.” He went on to say,
“Beloved, tonight we are going to talk about the Holy Spirit”. Well, I saw one of my
church members start making marks on a piece of paper he had taken out of his Bible.
Even though I was sitting on the other side of the sanctuary I could tell that he wasn’t
writing notes. He was just making marks. So the next day when I saw him I asked ,“Can
you tell me what the score was last night?” He said yep, “Beloved—47 and Spirit—34.”
The preacher had used the word “beloved” in the sermon more than he used the word
Spirit.
Now I can understand the difficulty of talking about the Holy Spirit. The
difficulty is greater when you are coming back from a week-long mission trip where
you’ve going to bed at 12:00 p.m. and getting up at 5:30-6:00 every morning. But we
have to talk about the Holy Spirit because, along with God the Father and Jesus the Son,
the Holy Spirit is the foundation of our Christian faith. Talking about the Holy Spirit is a
challenge because human language is limited in describing the nature and the character of
God.
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A lot of times we will ask the question, “So what is the Holy Spirit?” but more
accurately the question should be, “Who is the Holy Spirit?” The question is difficult to
answer, but maybe you know what it is like when you go and you become part of a
group. All of a sudden a group begins to take on an identity or a character or a nature all
its own. In a limited way, it is similar going to a Carolina Panthers game or to a Carolina
or Duke game. It identifies who you are and brought into a relationship with other people.
Together, you and other people form a group which did not exist before. In a limited way
such an experience points to who the Holy Spirit is, though the Holy Spirit has always
existed in unity with God the Father and Jesus the Son.
Maybe a little deeper, everyone in here knows the experience of having a special
valued relationship with another human being, whether we call that person a best friend,
whether the person is our spouse if we are married, or whether the person is another
family member. We know the experience of relating to someone so deeply the
relationship changes who we are. The relationship really makes you more of a person so
to speak. Again, in a limited way such a relationship points to the Holy Spirit and begins
to help us understand and to experience the Holy Spirit.
God has always existed. There has never been a time when God wasn’t and never
will be. Likewise with Jesus Christ, his eternal Son, and the Holy Spirit is the bond that
exists between God and Jesus Christ. You may remember from a sermon a few weeks
ago how C. S. Lewis tried to describe this using the relationship between words and
thoughts. You cannot have a thought without using words, but when you use a word you
have to know what the definition of the word is and the definition itself is a thought.
Thoughts and words are interconnected. You cannot have one without the other.
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You cannot have God the Father without Jesus the Son, and the Spirit is the bond
which exists between the Father and Jesus Christ. In the gospel of John, Jesus is
preparing the disciples to receive the Holy Spirit. The prophet Joel looked forward to the
day when God would send the Spirit to all people. Joel said in the last days God would
pour out his Spirit upon all people, women and men together, older people and younger
people, and even servants. All people would be open to having a relationship with God
through the power and the presence of his Spirit.
The day Joel envisioned came after Jesus’ resurrection and ascension back into
heaven. Jesus fulfilled the words we find today in John’s gospel where he did send the
Advocate, the Spirit, to come and to fill the believers. In the passage when Jesus is
talking in John 16, he shares these words that when the Spirit comes, he will convict the
world of sin and of righteous and judgment. He will convict the world of its sin because it
refuses to believe in Jesus, and the Spirit will convict the world of righteous because God
raised Christ from the dead and the Spirit will prepare people for the judgment Christ
brings.
Christians have no trouble seeing the world does not believe in Jesus on the
whole. We can point to one example after another. The accuracy of our vision, though, in
seeing how the world disbelieves in Jesus blinds us to our own disbelief. In reality much
of the Church operates without believing in the real power and presence of the Holy
Spirit. Last week we saw when the Church loses sight of the day Jesus will return in
judgment, the Church assumes the role of judge.
When the Church stops believing in the Holy Spirit, the Church substitutes the
policies of human beings for the power of the Holy Spirit. Some of you may remember
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from decades back the artificial sweetener known as saccharine. You recall diet drinks
had a bitter aftertaste to them. Saccharine tasted bad, left a bad aftertaste. When the
Church tries to operate without the power or the presence of the Holy Spirit, the Church
leaves a bad aftertaste, which the world tastes long before we do.
In the world right now, the Church often operates without the power of the Holy
Spirit, and we see it on both sides, on the right and the left, on the conservative and the
liberal. Within the Church, people divided on the conservative and liberal sides of social
causes and you can name any one of them you want to, are more focused on trying to
change laws in Washington than they are on changing lives. Human policies made in the
government capitals of the world cannot change lives the way Holy Spirit changes lives.
When we give up believing in the power and the real presence of the Holy Spirit, we
reach for the substitute of limited human strength and of human policy.
Now Scripture paints a much better picture and tells of a much better story. The
Bible tells us in the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth His Spirit was
moving across the waters. The Holy Spirit was active in the creation of the universe.
Scripture and the Creed as well tells us the Holy Spirit is active in the redemption of
creation from sin because it is through the Holy Spirit Mary conceives and gives birth to
Jesus Christ, the eternal Son of God come in the flesh as human to be with humans.
Through the ministry and life of Jesus Christ, the Spirit works to draw people to faith in
God, overcome sin, to heal diseases, to bind up broken hearts, to restore the image in
which human beings were first created. The Scripture proclaims through the Holy Spirit,
God is at work drawing all of creation to the point in time when Christ will come back in
final victory, when the kingdom will come and all of its fullness and those who follow
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Christ will experience the eternal life of God forever. Human policies and human strength
cannot compete with the power and the presence of the Holy Spirit to transform lives.
This week while at camp, I was reading the book I mentioned a few weeks ago,
God is not Great—How Religion Spoils Everything by Christopher Hitchens. Reading
such a book at a Christian mission camp was a conversation starter in itself when people
wanted to know why I was reading the book. I told them of the importance in reading
what your opponents are saying about you. One of classic arguments atheists use against
Christians is the failure of the Church to be the Church and to live the way Jesus taught
us to live. We know on the day of Pentecost the Scripture says the Holy Spirit filled the
place with the sound of a mighty, rushing wind, but rarely now does the Spirit move with
such force. Rarely, does the Holy Spirit move with a mighty force of a hurricane. Perhaps
the rarity of such powerful movements of God’s Spirit stems from our discomfort with
the Holy Spirit.
Still, the Scriptures use different ways to symbolize the presence of the Holy
Spirit: wind, flame, or a dove for example. Jesus says oftentimes the Spirit blows so
gently you and I cannot determine the direction from where the Spirit is blowing. And so
the unbelieving, disbelieving world challenges us because they don’t see the power they
are anticipating.
In one sense, preaching on the Holy Spirit is more difficult coming back from a
fulfilling but tiring week in mission with youth and adults around our area, which
allowed less time for sermon preparation. On the other hand, though, preaching about the
Holy Spirit is easier because we experienced the Holy Spirit’s presence and power this
week. The mission group I led went to Candor; we really weren’t too far from home. We
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went on Tuesday to work in a double-wide trailer for a woman who has many serious
health issues and who is mobile now only with an electric scooter chair. The flooring in
her kitchen and dining area needed replacement so she could use the chair in her house.
On Tuesday we went down to fix the floor and put down new plywood. Wednesday we
went back to put down the tile. Tuesday she was at Chapel Hill having tests, but
Wednesday she was there to be with us. She told the group “You people, you people are
what makes the world go because here you have come and you are fixing my floor. I
cannot do it. My husband cannot do it. You are doing it for us and we cannot do anything
for you.” (She did get us some fried chicken that day.) “I just love you and I just thank
God for you because I have been praying that we could somehow get this done.”
Oftentimes the Spirit will not move in a very mighty and obvious way. God’s
Spirit comes upon us much more gently as a dove. A dove is gentle, a dove woos and
courts. On Friday night, this young lady spoke at the closing campfire. I don’t know her
name. She stood up in the darkness of the night and shared a little of her experience with
God. She knew about God; she knew about Jesus. But the week had taught her what it
meant when you said you were saved. Such a testimony is not surprising in a weeklong
mission camp where God’s Spirit worked drawing different people together, binding
them together in a relationship and sending them out in ministry. God becomes real. We
begin experiencing the power and the presence of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit comes
gentle as a dove and soft as a blowing breeze, reaches out and pulls someone in, pulls
someone in so they see believing in Jesus Christ is more than words running through our
brains and sometimes off of our lips.
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Believing in Jesus Christ must be integrated into our daily lives. The physical and
spiritual truly must become one. Where the Church looks to the power of the Spirit rather
than the policies of humans, there you will experience the power and the presence of the
Holy Spirit. May the Holy Spirit come and fill us, so the world will believe. Amen.
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Sermon Nine
“The Big Picture”
Ephesians 4:1-16
Flag Springs UMC July 29, 2007
Words hold different meanings for different people. To females, a remote control
is “a device used for changing from one TV channel to another.” To males, a remote
control is “a device for scanning though all 75 channels every three minutes” (“Funny
Definitions”). Someone has defined a committee as “a body that takes minutes and
wastes hours.” Marriage is “an agreement in which a man loses his bachelor’s degree
while a woman gains her masters” (“Few Funny Definitions”). And, a preacher’s worst
nightmare—Yawn: “an honest opinion openly expressed” (“Bent Definitions”). Yes,
words hold different meanings for different people.
Today we come to one of the more difficult parts of the Creed. Atheists and
agnostics argue with belief in God generally while some Christians struggle with relating
to God as Father. Other Christians struggle with the resurrection and shy away from
talking about the Holy Spirit. But the word “catholic” stirs up passion, prompts debates,
and sometimes outright protest. In 1989, I served as a student pastor to a small church
outside of Valdese, North Carolina. In the 1800s a group of Protestants named the
Waldensians settled and named the town, having fled persecution in Europe at the hands
of the Roman Catholic Church. On my first Sunday there, the congregation recited the
Apostles’ Creed. Everyone joined in as we began, “I believe in,” but when we came to
the phrase “holy, catholic church,” mine was the only voice heard. Over the next few
weeks, I realized the congregation fell silent each time we approached the phrase “holy,
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catholic church.” Many in the congregation were descendants of the Italian immigrants
and simply refused to say the word catholic, even though the word catholic in the Creed
does not refer to the Roman Catholic Church.
Remember, words often have more than one meaning, and over time words can
take on definitions never intended. And so it is with the word catholic in the Apostles’
Creed. For many people though, the word catholic stirs up thoughts and images of the
pope or the Virgin Mary or other something related to the Roman Catholic Church. So we
do ask, “What does the word mean, and does the word catholic enjoy scriptural support?”
Up until now, every phrase in the Creed has enjoyed scriptural support—even the phrase
regarding Jesus’ descent into hell. But what of the word catholic?
Though the word catholic never appears in Scripture, we do find images of what
the word catholic intends to communicate. In the letter to the Ephesians, attributed to the
apostle Paul, the writer urges the believers to recognize the unifying work of Jesus Christ.
Christ overcomes human separation from God and each other when we fail to keep the
commandments to love God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength and to love our
neighbors as ourselves. Through the Holy Spirit, God calls us to faith in Christ, and
establishes a community of believers united in a bond of peace.
Paul sees the Church as a body, as Christ’s body. Bodies have different parts, with
different functions. The many parts form one body. Christ gives individual believers
different responsibilities with an eye towards the big picture. As Christians exercise their
gifts, whether leadership or leading people to faith in Christ, whether pastoring, teaching,
or serving, the Church grows. The Holy Spirit guides the Church into mature faith: to
make the church Holy, distinct and different from the pervading culture of sin. Believers,
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in and of themselves, do not make the Church holy, The Holy Spirit works to make the
Church holy.
Over time, as the apostles and evangelists empowered by the Holy Spirit
proclaimed faith in Christ, and as the Christ called people to pastor and teach, the Church
grew. The church was not confined to Jerusalem. Rather, the Church was in Jerusalem
and Rome, Corinth and Ephesus, Philipi and Thessolonica, and many other places. Just as
a body has many parts yet is one body, just as many believers form one congregation,
many congregations form the one body of Christ. Far from meaning one particular place
or time, the word catholic means general or universal. Catholic simply confesses reality
that the Church is for the whole world, not just individual communities. Indeed, the word
catholic expresses the missional nature of the Church: God sends believers, empowered
by the Holy Spirit, throughout the whole world to proclaim Christ crucified and risen
from the dead and to live lives of faith. Through the church, God continues to redeem
people from sin, creating a new and holy people in preparation for the coming
consummation when God will gather his people in endless worship.
Critics often cite the numerous divisions, the brokenness, and fragmentation of
the Church as evidence that Christianity isn’t credible or even believable, yet the divided,
broken, and fragmented state of the Church witnesses to the pervasive power of sin, and
of God’s patience in overcoming sin by working through and in spite of such division and
fragmentation. Working through and in spite of such division and fragmentation, God is
doing what God always does with the sinfulness of humanity: transforming sin into
righteousness.
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If multiple definitions sometimes confuse us, at other times multiple definitions
convey the depth of our faith. And so it is with the phrase “communion of saints.” The
phrase is somewhat ambiguous. One interpretation focuses on fellowship among
believers, while the interpretation concerns communion with holy things, emphasizing
Holy Communion. Both interpretations are possible and desirable. Throughout Scripture,
we consistently encounter commandments to treat one another gracefully. John implores
us to love one another for “he who does not love his brother who he had seen cannot love
God whom he has not seen” (1 John 4:20). In Ephesians Paul spends much time
reminding the young Church to sustain the fellowship and unity given by the Holy Spirit.
We live in a time when people seem more ready to divide rather than unite. Paul knows
the Church is not holy without the work of the Holy Spirit, and he encourages the
Ephesians to work together to build up the Church. Communion or fellowship among
believers presents a strong witness to a watching world.
Communion of saints may be extended also to include the remembrance of
departed believers. Scripture points us towards the coming consummation when God’s
people throughout history will gather. Communion of saints reminds us of a coming
reunion. Communion of saints embraces all believers: past, present, and future.
Communion of saints also emphasizes the holy gifts of bread and wine. The
celebration of Communion recognizes God’s gifts of creation and life, of redemption and
faith, of new creation and eternal life. Bread signifies Jesus Christ, the bread of life. Juice
reminds us of the true vine Jesus Christ. We eat bread and drink juice in celebration of
our faith and hope in Jesus Christ.
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I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Holy catholic Church, the communion of Saints. It
is not by accident that the phrases “Holy catholic Church,” and “the communion of
saints” follow right after the confession of our belief in the Holy Spirit. The Creed
summarizes the faith, giving us a guide for our daily lives, lives filled by the presence of
the Holy Spirit. God sends the Holy Spirit to work in the world through the Church and
sends us out in the world to bear witness to our unity in Jesus Christ.
Some events in our lives stand out as Epiphanies: times in which we experience
the Lord so powerfully we are never the same. In August 2002, I arrived at the airport in
Houston, Texas, awaiting a return flight to Charlotte and Greensboro following a
congregational development conference. We arrived at the gate only to find the waiting
area full. The previous flight to Charlotte had been cancelled. In the post 9/11 world, I
scanned the waiting area for suspicious looking or acting people. I noticed one young
man and somehow knew I would be sitting next to him on the plane. When we boarded
the plane, I made my way to the assigned seat and sitting in the seat next to me was the
young man I had spotted. We exchanged small talk concerning our reasons for being in
Houston and then quickly settled in for the flight, he turning on his cd player and me
working on my computer.
Everything remained the same until about thirty minutes prior to landing in
Charlotte. He took off his earphones, turned to me, and asked me to tell him the
differences between the United Methodist Church and the Roman Catholic Church of
which he was a member. I raised up and thought to myself, “I’ve been to seminary. I
remember church history. I know this stuff.” So, we began talking about the issues that
have long separated Roman Catholics and Protestants. We discussed the issues that
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prompted the Protestant Reformation, along with the later issues of papal infallibility (the
belief that through the work of the Holy Spirit any teaching put forth by the Pope on
behalf of the Church is free from error), and the veneration of Mary. All too soon, the
plane landed in Charlotte and he went to the gate for his connecting flight and I went to
mine for the return flight to Greensboro.
On the flight back to Greensboro, I reflected on our conversation. All of a sudden,
a sobering thought hit me: though we had talked about his question, we hadn’t talked of
Jesus. I realized that the One who unites us is greater than all that divides us.
Through the Holy Spirit, God the Father unites us with the gift of faith in Jesus
Christ. God the Father calls us to be his people, adopting us as sons and daughters
through faith in Jesus Christ and filling us with the Holy Spirit. God sends us out into the
entire world as witnesses to God’s love displayed in Jesus Christ. We go forth filled with
the power and presence of the Holy Spirit to fulfill the Great Commandments to love God
with all of our heart, soul, mind, and strength and to love our neighbors as ourselves.
Having received the gift of faith in Jesus Christ, our task is to go and witness to the gift:
to reflect to the world God’s love made known in Jesus Christ through our thoughts,
words, and actions. God sends us forth to lead people into a life of discipleship
empowered by the Holy Spirit to share with the world the love of God revealed in Jesus
Christ.
“I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic Church, the communion of saints.”
We confess our faith in the big picture: life as it should be, as it one day will be. And so
we celebrate Holy Communion. Yes, we remember God’s creative acts: the creation of
the world, the calling of Abraham and the Israelites to be his people, through whom all
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the peoples of the world will be blessed and the creation of the Church as Christ’s body
on earth. Yes, we remember the sacrifice of Jesus in which we receive redemption and
forgiveness from sin, but we also look forward to the mission and task of the Church,
which proclaims the ongoing activity of God in redeeming people from sin through faith
in Jesus Christ and through the Holy Spirit calling them to be his people. We look
forward to the coming consummation of all things, the day in which the kingdom of God
will come in fullness, the day we enter into the fullness of eternal life, the day when faith
ends in sight, the day we join all our brothers and sisters on earth and in heaven.
Today we eat and drink the holy things of bread and juice, experiencing the
nourishing sweetness of our Lord. We celebrate the “One God and Father who is over all,
in all, and living through all” (Eph. 4:5). We go forth to “be for the world, the body of
Christ, redeemed by his blood.” We go forth to live up to the calling we have received—
united in the Holy Spirit to share with the world the “one glorious hope for the future,
who is Jesus Christ our Lord” (Eph. 4:4). We worship and rejoice in the eternal One who
is greater than the temporary things that divide us.
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Sermon Ten
“Welcomed Trouble’
Isaiah 1:18-20; 1 John 1:1-2:2
Flag Springs UMC August 5, 2007
Have you heard the news? People CAN set aside their differences. Harsh words
spoken in anger CAN slip into the past. Feuds CAN fade into forgiveness, and the world
CAN witness, if NBC executives have their way. They want Rosie O’Donnell to
participate in Donald’s Trump “reality” television show. Yes, after all the harsh, hurtful,
venomous words, Donald and Rosie make up and come together with the proceeds going
to charity. Television viewers can witness forgiveness in action. But maybe not.
O’Donnell’s publicist isn’t very encouraged about the prospect for an on-screen display
of forgiveness. In fact, she says, “It will never happen in this life time or beyond” (“‘The
Apprentice.’”). Oh well, so much for the world seeing forgiveness in action.
Today we come to maybe the most welcomed part of the Creed—forgiveness of
sins. Many people rush through “holy catholic church, the communion of saints,”
troubled by the preceding phrases to get to something they can say with sincerity. After
all, “Christians aren’t perfect—just forgiven” say the bumper stickers.
The phrase is like second nature to us: We say “forgiveness of sins” so easily we
often fail to comprehend what we say we believe. From the beginning of Scripture, we
encounter one story after another of sin. From Genesis to Revelation we encounter people
who rise in opposition to God, who scheme against one another, who readily and all too
often break the commandments to love God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength
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and to love neighbors as ourselves. And from Genesis to Revelation, we find one story
after another of God judging sin and offering forgiveness in the midst of judgment.
In the first of the letters bearing his name, John the Apostle, the beloved disciple
of Jesus tackles the issue of forgiveness head on in the opening chapter. Only four
decades after Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension back to God the Father, the
Church found itself dealing with people challenging the Church’s teaching of the gospel.
Some leaders taught that since God is Spirit, the material, physical world was evil; only
the things of the Spirit were good. Since the human body belonged to the physical world
and was evil, these leaders led people to believe they could not sin with their bodies. By
extension that teaching implies belief in Jesus, being born of the Spirit, means people no
longer sinned.
John meets the dangerous teaching head-on. Because God created the physical
world, we cannot separate the physical from the spiritual. We cannot claim that belief in
Jesus cancels out the actions we commit with our bodies. We cannot make either the
claim that we do not, indeed cannot sin, or that we have not sinned.
At first, we may not recognize the teaching that John finds so disturbing, but we
experience that teaching every day. Just as the material and spiritual cannot be separated,
so, too, belief and behavior cannot be separated. Yet every day we meet people who say
they believe but whose behaviors challenge, yea, even deny, their profession of faith in
Jesus Christ. Thoughts in the mind become audible when voices and tongues join
together. The intent to hurt becomes injurious when human will dictates the movements
of our hands and feet. Our human nature seeks revenge, not reconciliation in response to
wrongs committed against us.
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John recognizes the double-edged nature of sin. Our nature is to seek our own
desire and will at the expense of God’s will. Our nature is to seek our own happiness at
the expense of others. Whether our inescapable bent towards separation from God and
neighbor or through specific acts, we sin against God and others.
But in Jesus Christ we find forgiveness from sin. In the words of John, “Jesus is
the sacrifice for our sins” (1 John 2:2). Only the one wronged can truly grant forgiveness.
So Jesus, very God from very God, wronged by the rejection of people, innocent yet
condemned to death by crucifixion, cries out, “Father forgive them for they do not know
what they do” (Luke 23:24). Through the cross, Jesus confronts the power of evil that
overcomes people’s love for God and neighbor. Through the cross, Jesus experiences the
consequences of people’s determined actions to refuse relationship with God. Jesus
experiences the selfishness that denies justice to others, and yet, Jesus forgives. “Though
our sins are like scarlet, they shall be white as snow” (Isaiah 1:18).
And so the Church proclaims “the forgiveness of sins.” Forgiveness witnesses to
redemption and consummation and thereby witnesses to creation. God was in Christ,
reconciling the world to himself. God the Father almighty, creator of heaven and earth,
overcomes sin, defeats death, and grants restored relationships with us. When the Church
lives as a community that forgives sin, the world catches a glimpse of the kingdom. The
world sees life as it one day will be forever: people living in perfect harmony and
communion with God and each other. Through the Holy Spirit’s presence and power, the
Church presents to the world a vision of life with God: forgiven people, redeemed
through faith in Christ, living in restored relationships. The Holy Spirit who calls us to
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faith in Jesus Christ forms us as God’s people. The Holy Spirit calls us to receive and
extend forgiveness.
We welcome the thought of receiving forgiveness for the sins we commit against
God and against others, but forgiveness brings trouble. Do we say these words, “the
forgiveness of sins” with sincerity? We find it easy to ask for forgiveness when we know
our behaviors betray our beliefs, but what happens when other people’s behaviors betray
us? Experience proves how easily we receive forgiveness from God, but how difficult it
is for us to “forgive as we have been forgiven” (Matt. 6:12). Too often while pronouncing
the presence of sins, the Church fails to practice the forgiveness of sins. Too often the
world sees the Church fracture as people leave in anger and protest, joining another
congregation or even forming a new congregation or denomination.
From Rosie to Donald, from acts of terrorism to the distortion and lies of modern
American politics, from a surgery gone wrong to who is at fault for the Minnesota bridge
collapse, our society struggles to experience any measure of forgiveness. We search for
people to blame, people to pay. People must be brought to justice; sinners must be held
accountable. And so the phrase “forgiveness of sins” is “welcomed trouble.” We
welcome the confession that our sins are forgiven. We welcome forgiveness when we
stand in the wrong, when we are guilty or perpetrating some hurtful action or word
against another. We want others to practice “the forgiveness of sins.” But when we stand
in the place of the wronged, belief in the forgiveness of sins becomes more difficult to
put into practice. Trouble comes with the confession of belief in the forgiveness of sins:
God sends us out to live in response to the forgiveness we receive from God.
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Maybe the world will never see Donald Trump and Rosie O’Donnell forgive one
another. But the world desperately needs to see forgiveness enacted, not for a ratings
sweep, not for financial gain, not for the restoration of fame. In forgiving sin, the world
witnesses the power of the gospel. In forgiving sin, people experience what cannot be
proven by any other method: “that while we were yet sinners Christ died for the ungodly”
(Rom 5:6). John reminds us that Jesus died not only to forgive us of our sins. Jesus died
“for the sins of the world” (1 John 2:2). God calls us to show the world the radical
practice of forgiving people when they sin against us. God calls us to extend open arms to
those who have inflicted pain upon us.
The world living in darkness must see the light of Christ. The Church must let
forgiveness flow like a cascading river, not trickle out like a stream drying up in the heat
of a summer drought. The world needs to see forgiveness lived. Christians must match
belief with behavior. Through the Holy Spirit, God’s will overcomes our will so that
when thoughts join voices and tongues, we speak words of forgiveness so that we present
open hands of reconciliation, fists ready to strike in retaliation. In the words of John, we
are lying if we say we have fellowship with God but do not forgive people when they sin;
we are not practicing the truth. If the Church, the community founded on Jesus Christ,
formed by and filled with God’s Spirit won’t practice the forgiveness of sins with those
inside the Church as well as to those outside church, the world has no hope. God sends us
out into the world not merely as passive recipients of grace experienced in the
forgiveness of our sin. God sends us out into the world as active participants to share the
forgiveness of sins with a sinful world.
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Sermon Eleven
“Consummation”
John 17:1-8; 1 Corinthians 15:12-28
Flag Springs UMC August 12, 2007
If you could be anyone, who would you be? The president? (I mean office holder,
not a particular president). A mega-million dollar sports star? A movie star? Or, a finalist
on American Idol? For me, the answer is a soap opera actor. Think about it: They
seemingly never age; they frequently die, usually during contract negotiations, only to be
resurrected if the negotiations are successful. (And no, I don’t watch soap operas but am
merely recalling childhood experiences at my grandmothers’ homes.) In short, soap opera
actors experience resurrection and everlasting life—well sort of, but not really.
Today, we come to the final two phrases of the Apostles’ Creed. “I believe … in
the resurrection of the body and life everlasting.” The historic confession ends with the
beginning: life everlasting in God, the source of all life. The Creed ends with our future.
The Creed holds death and life in tension. The Apostles’ Creed acknowledges death but
celebrates life.
Contemporary society likewise holds death and life in tension but seems, in
contrast, to celebrate death over life. Television news breaks in with live coverage of
death scenes. Can you recall television coverage announcing someone’s birth? Images of
death surround us. Television captures the images so powerfully. Twisted steel beams
from the Minnesota bridge collapse lie in the river bed, entangled with mangled, halfsubmerged vehicles. The country watches and waits for word of miners trapped in a Utah
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mine, 1,500 feet below the surface. And of course, the Iraq War: 3,683 U.S. soldier
deaths to date. Society sees death and believes death to be the end of life.
Images of resurrection and eternal life are much harder to find. Perhaps the lack
of images communicating resurrection and new life contributes to our difficulty in
believing in resurrection and everlasting life. The Creed names the promised resurrection
of the body and everlasting life. Once again, we encounter the Christian claim that
confounds people: bodily resurrection from the dead. Once again we are not alone in our
struggles with the claim.
Within decades of Jesus’ death and resurrection, Paul addresses the disbelief in
bodily resurrection. Our generation is not the first one to encounter skepticism and
disbelief. Every generation stumbles into the skeptics and doubters. In Corinth, some
worshippers had accepted Christ’s resurrection from the dead but did not believe anyone
else would experience resurrection. Resurrection only applied to Christ; believers held no
expectation of resurrection.
In one way, the Corinthians’ belief that resurrection only applied to Christ makes
sense. Jesus is the eternal Son of God; we are not. Jesus is sinless, we are sinful. God
raised Jesus from the dead, vindicating Jesus’ sinlessness. We can expect God to raise
Jesus from the dead. No one else we know has been raised from the dead. We have no
right to hold expectations of resurrection for ourselves.
Paul agrees with the Corinthians that Jesus is unique, but denying the resurrection
of the body to the rest of humanity on the basis of Jesus’ uniqueness denies the
redemption and turns good news into no news. If the human body is not raised from the
dead, then Christ, fully God, yet at the same time fully human, just as light is both energy
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and matter, is not resurrected. Sin wins, death is final, and nothing, no one, or no power
can ever change death into life. Death ends life; ends our relationships with each other
and with God—if there is no resurrection from the dead.
The Corinthians troubled by the resurrection possibly based their lack of belief in
bodily resurrection on a virtually indisputable fact of human existence: Dead human
bodies do not come to back to life. But Paul says the Corinthians misinterpreted the
resurrection. The fact that they had witnessed no Christian believer rising from the dead
neither invalidated Christ’s resurrection nor the reality that human beings will experience
resurrection. Paul uses biblical imagery to address the problem. In being raised from the
dead, Jesus is the first fruits of the resurrection. When harvesting crops, the first fruits
were presented to God in recognition that God is the source of all life. Giving God the
first fruits expressed faith that a bountiful harvest would follow. So with the resurrection,
Christ is first and guarantees a bountiful harvest to follow. Sin spread throughout
humanity through Adam’s refusal to remain in relationship with God. Resurrection comes
to humanity through Christ’s obedience to God. As surely as Christ rose from the dead,
we will experience resurrection ourselves.
The Corinthians had less trouble believing that souls may live beyond death, but
Paul will not settle for everlasting life in some disembodied state as spirits eternally freed
from a body. The belief Paul challenged in Corinth long ago, today runs throughout the
world, and, yes, even in the Church. Like the Corinthians who never witnessed a human
rising to new life from the dead, many today talk of resurrection in spiritual terms. Talk
of heaven often yields images of an endless nebula of spirits, roaming free in some far-off
place, yet Scripture refutes such an interpretation of resurrection and everlasting life. The
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disciples easily could have talked of a spiritual resurrection but talked instead of an
empty tomb and a resurrected Lord. The disciples could have initiated faith in Christ with
talk of sensing his presence even after his death but told instead of eating bread and fish
and of touching his wounds. The disciples could have told of the possible but instead
proclaimed the impossible as the ground of our faith. Scripture leaves no room for belief
in the resurrection of Jesus from the dead apart from his lifeless body restored to life by
the power of God’s Spirit.
The resurrection of the body testifies to the goodness of God’s creation. The
bodies given in God’s gift of creation are good and worthy of everlasting life. Christ
redeems us, our spirits, and our bodies, our whole persons. In the resurrection, God once
again declares creation good and worthy of everlasting life. In the resurrection, God
redeems creation in preparation for the consummation, when Christ will bring all things
under his authority and present all creation back to God so that God reigns supreme in all
things.
While Scripture leaves no room for belief in the resurrection of Jesus from the
dead apart from his lifeless body restored to life by the power of God’s Spirit, Scripture
leaves plenty of room to wonder about the makeup of our resurrected bodies. Paul tells us
that one day we will all be dressed and ready for everlasting life. Our mortal bodies will
become immortal. “The perishable will become imperishable.” We will have a body, a
transformed body, but beyond that we don’t know the details. In a world that strives to
describe in precise detail the movement of electrons in an atom, the projected paths of
tropical storms and hurricanes, such imprecise description leaves us wanting more but
cannot challenge the reality of the promised of the resurrection itself.

Jarrett 226
With the promised resurrection of the body comes life everlasting. Death gives
way to new life, everlasting life in the everlasting life of God. One day Christ will present
the kingdom, full and complete to God. Now God’s Spirit moves to reveal the truth and
power of Christ’s redemptive work completed through the Cross and resurrection. At
some point in our future, Christ’s work of redemption reaches final completion as all
creation sees the glory God gives Christ and the glory Christ, in turn, gives back to God.
Through the work of Christ, and the Spirit’s power, creation reaches fulfillment. The
kingdom of God comes in total power. New creation replaces the old. Righteousness
conquers sin. Dead bodies rise and life vanquishes death. Christ brings all things under
his power and present them to God that God may be over all and in all.
If death and resurrection and new life boggles the minds and stretches the limits
of our imaginations, Paul sees a hint displayed in the work of nature. Unless a seed falls
to the ground in death and is buried, a new plant does not rise from the ground. Yes, an
imperfect, incomplete picture of resurrection and eternal life, but a hint nonetheless.
Similarly, ivy is a symbol of everlasting life. Ivy is strong, resilient. Ivy remains
green whether in the cold of winter or heat of summer. Though not a grapevine;
nonetheless, ivy reminds us of Jesus the true Vine. Had Paul lived in what we now call
North Carolina, he would have seen the hint of death and new life in kudzu.
“I believe in … the resurrection of the body and life everlasting.” The Church
proclaims death is not the end of life, but we live in world more fixed on images of death
than of life, in a world that sees death as the end of life. Closer to home, on Monday, area
television news programs reported the tragic accident in Davie County between the driver
of a truck who had fallen asleep and a church van loaded with youth and adults on their
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way to a beach retreat. Several youth and adults were injured and one woman died in the
accident. At the close of the church council meeting Monday night, we prayed for those
involved unaware that the driver of the truck, Allen, is someone I know very well. During
the week, youth injured in the wreck came to the intensive care waiting area with cards
for Allen. The youth group’s pastor stopped to check on Alle232
n’s condition. People across North Carolina, the United States, Canada, and even
Thailand prayed and continue praying. Friday night the widowed husband of the woman
killed in the collision visited Allen in the hospital, holds no ill will towards Allen, and
does not want to see charges pressed against him. In the midst of tragedy, the Holy Spirit
worked and continues working to minister God’s grace experienced through faith in Jesus
Christ to those involved.
Meanwhile, news coverage has moved on to other stories, returning to the
accident only in progress updates of the injured. Images of death we see. Images of
forgiveness and reconciliation among Christians, images of confident hope in the midst
of tragedy, of love instead of hate, of joy in the midst of sadness, of resurrection and
everlasting life we do not see—unless involved personally.
And so the Church must tell what television will not report. The world must hear
the real, good news from the Church. The world must hear the Church tell the story the
world cannot tell because it does not know. The Church, the body of Jesus formed from
his followers, must raise our voices and testify to what we have heard and seen and know
to be true. Through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, death does not hold sway. Death does
not silence forever our voices or our bodies. Whether young or old, whether from disease
or natural causes, war or accident, death does not win. Death does not destroy human
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relationship. Human relationships await the consummation for renewal. Christ came to
defeat the power of sin, to redeem all of creation, and to sum up all things into him with a
new heaven and new earth. Christ defeats death, restores life, and reunites us in
everlasting fellowship. In contrast to those who say we have no guarantee to life, we
leave our gathered worship in a few moments confident in our confession of life
everlasting. Through faith in Christ, in the power of the Holy Spirit, our bodies will be
resurrected, transformed, and we will “dwell in the house of the Lord forever,” in the
fullness of God, the source of everlasting life.
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Sermon Twelve
“Live What You Say You Believe”
Psalm 24; Revelation 22:1-9
Flag Springs UMC August 26, 2007
What an image! Pure crystal clear water flows endlessly from the throne of God.
Trees produce an endless supply of crops. Trees ripe with fruit live on each side of the
road leading from God’s throne. Surrounding God’s throne, angelic beings, joined by
Christ’s followers, join in endless worship of God singing, “Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord God
Almighty.” People once divided by nationalities now are one. Once curses abounded;
now curses are none. No sun, moon, or stars shine, for the light of God outshines
everything. Jesus the crucified lamb sits at the Father’s side. In the words of Charles
Wesley’s great Christmas hymn, “Light and life to all he brings; risen with healing in his
wings.” Water of life; trees of life; life is everywhere. Nations are healed, curses are
broken. Light never ends for God always exists. Within the limits of language, John
describes the indescribable: life forever in the presence of God the Father, the Son, and
the Holy Spirit.
The final book of Scripture, Revelation, closes with an image of light and life,
everlasting life. Scripture tells us where we are going. At some point in our future, we see
in person what John describes in words.
In contrast, the world sings a different song, moves to a different rhythm. The
world right now doesn’t know where it is going and can only envision an end filled with
death or destruction. To some, the world is on the verge of climatic climate change with
drastic dangerous consequences. The war in Iraq, the constant threat of terrorism,
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hurricanes and floods, everywhere we find uncertainty. “Where are we headed?” In some
form or fashion that question is on the minds of everyone.
Twelve weeks ago in worship, we began examining the great summary of the
Christian faith: the Apostles’ Creed. A lot can happen over twelve weeks. Grass was
green, soft, and moist. Now, grass is brown, hard, and dry. Twelve weeks ago school was
winding down; tomorrow starts a new year. College students have returned to class and
received course outlines, complete with semester assignments. Twelve weeks ago people
anticipated summer vacations; now vacations have come and gone. Twelve weeks ago,
Christmas was seven months away; now there are 120 shopping days till stores close at
6:00 on Christmas Eve.
Yes, a lot can happen in twelve weeks’ time. Throughout the summer, we’ve seen
the ways in which the Apostles’ Creed expresses the depth of the Christian faith. You
may remember a video clip we viewed the first Sunday in June. In the video, an
interviewer stopped people as they walked on the street and asked the question, “Do you
believe in a higher power?” Do you remember how people responded? Some responded
in confidence, “Oh Yes, I believe in Jesus.” Another said he had Jesus, as if he could
carry Jesus in his shirt pocket. Others though, fumbled through their responses, talking of
the need for some higher power to keep us in line, while one person simply handed the
microphone back to the interviewer. How do people live with any consistency when they
cannot confidently confess what they believe?
Why spend so much time in worship focusing on the Apostles’ Creed? Some of
the Creed’s statements seem irrelevant to our daily lives. Our schedules are packed. Can’t
we make the most of our time in worship? Shouldn’t we hear sermons inspiring us to
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place more emphasis on evangelism? Shouldn’t we focus instead on practical matters of
church finances?
God calls us to live the Christian faith. God calls us to live what we say we
believe. We live in a world created by God, a world though that does not acknowledge
God’s existence or presence. We live in a society that uses guilt to motivate people’s
behavior. We live in a world that abuses power and authority to achieve desired results.
John, the writer of the Gospel and the one who saw the vision of Revelation, lived in a
world moving to a different rhythm. The more recent emphasis of trying to link current
events into an “end of the world as we know it” timeline has masked the real meaning of
Revelation. Through the book of Revelation, God instills hope to a people living in a
world run by abusive powers. In a world gone astray, the worship of the true God
provides hope in the midst of despair.
Christians sing a different song and move to a different rhythm. Sharing our faith
with others or being more faithful in the area of stewardship rests not with sermons using
guilt as motivation. Sharing our faith, being good stewards, serving those in need,
participating in or leading a Sunday school small group arises out of the extent to which
God’s love for us, revealed in Jesus Christ, has gripped us. Worshipping God, giving to
God, serving God arises from the work of the Holy Spirit in us.
Recognizing the conflict between living faithful Christian lives in a world that
rejects God, preachers in the early history of the Church realized people needed a way to
remember the Scriptures. Early pastors faced a dilemma: people needed to know the story
told in Scripture but had no easy access to books, and very few people could read. Living
before the easy access to books, people needed to know the story of Jesus so they could
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follow Jesus in a world that sings a different song that tells a different story. Particularly,
the great preacher Augustine taught new Christians a way that prepared them to worship
God while living in the midst of people who do not worship God. Augustine helped them
to know and remember the story of Jesus so they could live in faithful response to the
grace they had received.
Today we live with easy access to copies of the Bible, printed in multiple
versions. Today, though most people know how to read, most people read very little. A
news poll released this week indicates one in four United States American adults did not
read one book last year. The average was four books, with religious works and popular
fiction being the most common (“Associated Press-IPSO”). (My wife will tell you that I
make up for many of the 25 percent who don’t read any books.) Though living in
different times, we face the same dilemma—knowing the story of Jesus so people can
live in faithful response to the grace they have received from God. Through twelve
relatively simple phrases, the Apostles’ Creed proclaims, in a concise way, the message
of the whole Bible.
The Creed proclaims the gift of God revealing himself through creating the
universe, including human beings. Indeed, the earth is the Lord’s and everything in it, as
the psalmist proclaims (Ps. 24). Through Jesus Christ, in the power of the Holy Spirit,
God graciously gives life: life from Life. When we rejected God’s life, choosing instead
to live as we desire, ruled by desires distorted by sin, Jesus Christ came as human to
humans. Christ experienced the consequences of a world that refused to love God and
neighbor. Christ experienced the effects of sin, suffering during the political power of
Pontius Pilate, crucified as people rejected God’s presence. God raised Christ from the
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dead. The resurrected Jesus ascended back to God the Father and then sent the Holy
Spirit. The Holy Spirit fills believers, creates fellowship, and prepares people for the
consummation of all things: the coming of God’s kingdom in all its fullness. One day
faith will end in sight as we see what John saw—a day that begins but never ends.
And so the Apostles’ Creed proclaims God’s activity through creation,
redemption, and consummation. Scripture begins with God creating life. The Creed
begins with God the Father Almighty. Scripture tells of human beings breaking
relationships with God and of Christ coming to restore relationship with humanity. The
Creed proclaims Christ’s death and resurrection to overcome sin, defeat death, and
restore relationships. Scripture tells of God working through the Holy Spirit to create,
redeem, and perfect a people who will love and worship God forever.
Long ago people first heard of the Creed in preparation for baptism—the time
when new believers acknowledged God’s call on their lives, when people proclaimed
Christ’s work in their lives. In baptism we acknowledge God’s grace, confess our sins,
receive forgiveness, and experience the waters of everlasting life. Our identity is
transformed as we affirm God’s active presence in our lives. Our identity then shapes our
lives as we live in response to God’s grace.
New Christians went into a world that sang a different song and moved to a
different rhythm with a song of victory, with a beat of everlasting life. We go forth into a
world that refuses to believe in God’s existence much less presence, and hostile to the
person and work of Jesus Christ. We step into a world seeking spiritual fulfillment while
rejecting God’s Holy Spirit. We live with people uncertain of their future. What a song
we have to sing. What a story we have to tell. What a life we have to live! God sends us

Jarrett 234
forth confident in God’s victory over sin, of God’s defeat of death. God sends us out into
a world dying to experience redemption, to people longing to experience forgiveness and
reconciliation. We go forth to let the faith of Christ rule our lives, to govern our behaviors
so others will experience everlasting life. God sends us into the world to live what we say
we believe.
A few weeks ago, I shared the story of one congregation’s reluctance to say the
phrase “holy catholic Church” even though the word “catholic” came long before the
Roman Catholic Church, even though the word refers to the whole Church, not a
particular expression or segment of Christianity. After a few weeks of noticing their
uneasiness with reciting the Creed, I chose to remove the Creed from the order of
worship. As is common to do in current society, in an arrogant move, I abandoned the
wisdom of history. As a young student-pastor, I simply dismissed the Apostles’ Creed as
irrelevant and unimportant to daily life. I did not recognize the way in which the Creed
serves as a brief, yet comprehensive, flexible yet defining statement of the Christian faith.
The Apostles’ Creed tells the story of Scripture while drawing us into a spirit of praise.
The Apostles’ Creed proclaims our beginning, our present, and our future. We begin with
the words “I believe.” We tell the story of God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit who
created us, redeems us, and prefects us for everlasting life. We end with the word
“Amen,” meaning “so be it.” The Apostles’ Creed draws us into the life of Jesus was
born, died, and rose again. I invite you to stand and profess your faith in God, the Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit.
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APPENDIX E
Frequency of Biblical Narrative Vocabulary in Apostles’ Creed Sermon Series
Word
God
we
Jesus
Christ
people
us
Spirit
life
holy
world
you
I
Church
believe
faith
Father
resurrection
death
Creed
sin
Son
forgiveness
Christians
love
dead
experience
human
creation
everlasting
eternal
sins
Earth
Cross
Almighty
story
everlasting
Heaven
presence
disciples
judgment
body

Count
360
348
032
163
154
151
135
130
127
118
118
115
98
81
77
72
72
71
56
53
50
47
43
43
40
39
39
37
37
34
34
33
32
30
30
30
30
30
29
29
28

Word
Lord
Catholic
Scripture
belief
bread
victory
created
Cross
Communion
worship
consummation
redemption
resurrected
crucified

Count
28
27
27
24
24
24
20
20
19
15
12
11
8
7
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